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Evil knows of Good, but Good does not know of Evil. 


Kafka 


Our clock only turns the hour hand, but the minute hand sits forever still. 


For example, if I were to write a novel starting with a sentence like that, it 
might attract some attention because it gives the feeling of being some 
modern meaningful metaphor. In reality however, all it meant was that the 
clock tower looming over the school I attended, as if it were its emblem, had 
its minute hand broken for the past half year. The academy I attend—the 
middle school section of the private academy Kazusaen. Its splendid brick 
buildings were apparently reconstructed from a dismantled European school 
around ten years ago (although they were using it as a high school instead of 
middle school then). When I entered this school in April of this year, I was 
astonished by its majestic old-fashioned look and honestly fascinated from 
the bottom of my heart. However, with the main piece of the clock tower 
positioned in the center of the buildings being broken, I couldn't help but feel 
like the overall image was completely ruined. Looking at it from that 
perspective, it's no wonder that I’d come to see the clock tower as amere long 
rectangular object. Rather than looking like a clock tower, it came off as a 
blocky chimney with pointy needles stuck to it. It could at most become handy 
during Christmas. And obviously, since it wasn't actually a chimney, it 
wouldn't even be of any use then either. The clock was still functional when I 
entered the school, but around May, the minute hand stopped moving, 
pointing at the "X" numeral. Since then, half a year passed, with no repair 
attempts to this very day; it was abandoned. The reason for that was that the 
mechanism was too complex and difficult to repair—as if. Well, I heard 
rumors about the school thinking that it wasn't important enough to warrant 
spending the time to fix it. ’'d hoped it might have gotten done during 
summer vacation, but unfortunately, that didn't happen. When the second 


semester rolled around, that broken clock was still broken. No matter how 


much of a pain it might have been, I couldn't help but be astonished at the 
sheer lack of action. But well, for the school (although it being a pain to fix 
was probably their real reason), being a renowned private institution, they 
probably didn't want to let outsiders (in this case, repairmen) enter the 
school too much. I had to imagine the lazy staff would act before the new 
students enrolled next year, but maybe they were still assuming a wait-and- 
see-what-happens attitude and thinking to themselves "Well, if we're lucky, 
it might start moving on its own one day." It was originally part of an 
overseas building. It would be a big affair if we halfheartedly tried to fix it and 
ended up making the problem worse. However, despite having said 
unfortunately, I didn't really believe that the broken down state of the clock 
tower was that unfortunate. The antique and majestic atmosphere of the 
school ruined by the single aspect, that being the clock tower's defective 
state—I must say, in reality, I was pretty fond of this haphazard balance. I 
was disappointed, but at the same time, I couldn't get enough of this 
disappointment. This state of unrest, where anything could happen. The 
absence of something that was supposed to be there made my heart race— 
although I couldn’t realistically expect something to happen just from one 
hand of a school's clock being frozen. Even so, there is that story of how a 
butterfly flapping its wings ultimately ended up causing a tornado. Just 
making use of my imagination shouldn't be a sin. To sum it up, my point is 
that, in Kazusaen Academy, if you relied on the clock tower to know the time, 
you'd end up in trouble. The best thing to do was to ignore the minute hand 
and treat it like a sundial—the current time was approximately quarter past 
four in the afternoon. I thoughtlessly thought that while looking up at the 
clock tower from the library in the south building. 

It was after school time. 

I was reading a book. Its title, Easy to Understand Introduction to Shogi: 
Elementary-Schooler Edition. It was a mystery why a middle school had books 
aimed towards elementary-schoolers, but just the thought of reading an 


introduction to shogi for elementary-schoolers while being in middle school 


stimulated my masochistic mind. So I took this book up, leaving the other 
shogi introduction books untouched. I can proudly claim that, were I not to 
read a book positioned on the shelves so provocatively, I wouldn’t be myself. 
There weren't many people in the library, but of those who were, most of 
their gazes were turned towards me ("Why is that first year reading a book 
for elementary-schoolers?" "Is he still feeling like an elementary-schooler 
even though we're already in November?" "Now that I think about it, his bag 
somewhat resembles a ranselt..."" ''I'm sure he must screw up in maths and 
write in arabic numbers from time to time."). It makes my heart throb. 

Aah, excessive self-consciousness is soooo fun. 

...Well, my bag doesn't really look like a ransel. But I still write with arabic 
numbers, even now. 

"Mmm." 

For starters, being on the receiving end of multiple gazes (realistically, no 
one was probably watching), I overreacted a little and let out a moan. What a 
man Iam, so overflowing with the spirit of service. However, I see, the bishop 
piece is pronounced kakugyou in Japanese... No wonder Byouinzaka-senpai 
grinned every time I called it kakkou. 

But I wonder, why does every piece move like a gold general when they 
enter the enemy camp? It's the case for every one of them except the rook and 
bishop, isn't it? I don't think the gold general is that useful, though... If I 
remember correctly, in chess, a pawn can become any other piece other than 
the king if it reaches the end of the enemy camp, no? Shogi should just use 
that system. Even if that's going a bit overboard, I wish they added some more 
variation to it. 

Anyway, that introduction book was really easy to understand... 

As expected of the elementary-schooler version. 


And, at that moment. 


' Often the regulated school bag for elementary students in Japan. 


"Aaa~~~~~~~~~ . You're already here~ ~~ ~~~ . [made you wait~~~~ Or 
rather, sorry for the wait, Choushi-kun~ ~~ ~."' 

The door to the library opened, and a female student rushed to sit beside 
me while letting out a big voice that echoed through the entire room. Her 
badge's blue color indicated that she was a third year. She acted like she didn't 
know the library was a place of calm and silence. Without any exaggeration 
or excessive self-consciousness, she turned every gaze around us to her, but 
that didn't affect her one bit. Just to explain, the reason why she extended the 
end of her sentences so much was her current fad of using sound prolongation 
like characters in light novels. Up to now, she’d done things like reading at the 
rhythm of pure literature, using annotations typical of translated novels, using 
first person like in novels, changing the order of the words in her sentence 
following an encryption method, illusions of being in a fantasy novel, referring to 
herself as 'ore-sama' a la BL novels, often using (lol) like in cellphone novels, 
using specialized terminology from Sci-Fi novels, and such. She had showcased 
many fads over time, but my favorite one so far was the one of reading at the 
rhythm of pure literature. And on the other hand, the most bothersome one was 
using notes indicating the order in which to read Chinese text. Ah right, I'll add 
that when using first person like in novels, she only started every sentence with 
I so there was no real harm. 

With all that said, she was Kushinaka Kogushi. 

My big sister. 

By the way, we were blood related. 

"Really, I'm beaten. I'm beaten, I'm beaten, I've beaten the drum! 
Cleaning duty just wouldn't quite end. I thought I was gonna have to clean for 
the rest of my life. What time is it? Uwa, already ten to five, huh." 

Me 

Despite being in her third year of middle school, someone with plenty of 
life experience, she sometimes forgot about the clock tower being out of 
order. Or rather, she couldn't remember it unless someone told her. It was 


truly regrettable, but her memory was near to useless. 


"Kogu-nee. If you want to know the exact time, please check it on your 
phone." 

Using an honorific for my sister. 

That was part of my character. 

"Eh? Ah, I see I see, that clock was broken, wasn't it? It's weird that only 
the minute hand doesn't move, huh. Wait, I already said that last time, didn't 
I? Don't make me repeat myself over and over!" 

"Ah, yes. Sorry... Huh? Am I the one at fault?" 

"Errr, errrrrrr. Errrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr, ergo sum." 

She made quite the ruckus just taking her phone out from her skirt pocket. 
I was worried about the gazes directed at us, but it seemed that everyone, the 
library staff included, noticed that the noisy girl was Kushinaka Kogushi and 
didn't try to interfere. I couldn't blame them; no one would want to get 
involved with trouble... 

"Mm. Quarter past four, eh. I see. Well, if I'm just late by fifteen minutes 
Choushi-kun is bound to forgive me." 

"Yeah I guess. Choushi-kun is a good guy after all." 

I wasn't even mad in the first place. I was making myself busy with the 
shogi introduction book while waiting, so contrary to what she thought, I 
actually wanted to thank her. Kogu-nee's eyes stopped on said book, and she 
then asked, 'Choushi-kun, you getting into shogi?" She ignored the words 
Elementary-schooler Edition. That wasn't neglecting play, but simply Kogu- 
nee's nature... at least, I hoped so. 

"Yeah. I mean, I already got into it... How should I put it, recently..." 

Err. 

I guess I shouldn't talk about Byouinzaka-senpai yet. It may have made 
her unnecessarily worried. No matter how unreliable Kogu-nee's memory 
was, it was absolutely impossible that she wouldn't know some of the rumors 
about Byouinzaka-senpai. 

I decided to fool her for the time being. 


"Recently, I've been playing it solo." 


"_..Shogi, on your owne" 

My sister was creeped out. 

I made my family creeped out... 

"Y-you can do shogi puzzles on your own, after all." 

"IT can't imagine that a person reading a beginners manual about how to 
move pieces is able to solve shogi puzzles..." 

"That's not the case at all. R-79!" 

I randomly moved a piece on an imaginary board. 

"G-610, check!" 

She followed up. 

My sister was easy to get into the mood. 

However... normally, shogi boards don't have ten rows. 

It seemed that Kogu-nee was also unaware of how shogi worked... Frankly, 
I’d been thinking of asking Kogu-nee to be my shogi partner tonight as part 
of my training to defeat Byouinzaka-senpai, but that faint hope just vanished 
into thin air. 

"Big sister is worried~ ~ ~ ~~ ~ 

Kogu-nee suddenly said that along with her using sound prolongation like 
in light novels. 

"And here I thought Choushi-kun had finally made a friend to play shogi 
with. But in reality, you were lonelily and miserably solving shogi puzzles in 
your dim room..." 

"Pretty rude to assume things like lonelily, miserably, or in your dim room." 

A friend to play shogi with, huh. Speaking of that, was Byouinzaka-senpai 
a friend? We’d met recently, so I didn't really know. I guess that being on good 
enough terms to play shogi together made us friends. 

"Well, I'm a contemporary youngster." 

"Even contemporary youngsters make friends, you know? But Choushi- 
kun constantly stays alone, looking like some kind of philosopher." 

"No, that's also your own rude assumption. I have friends like a normal 


human being. Although I don't know if they are willing to play shogi..." 


"But Choushi-kun, you've never brought friends home or went to play at 
a friend's house, have you?" 

"I act moderately regarding intimacy and appropriately contrarianly 
towards indirect amiability and nonchalant exclusion. That's a doctrine of 
mine." 

'"'Woooow."' 

"A contemporary youngster,'' my older sister by two years let out a voice 
filled with admiration. However, she didn't have that many friends either. 
Rather, she had very few of them. After all, my sister, Kushinaka Kogushi, was 
part of the Three Great Third Year Weirdos of Kazusaen private academy’s 
middle school section. 

"Well, my personal life isn't miserable enough to warrant Kogu-nee's 
worries. More importantly, what business did you have?" 

In the first place, I wasn't the type to actively read books, so I didn't 
frequent the library often. Thus, the reason why I’d come here on that day, 
the tenth of November, was by no means to read an introduction book to 
shogi. As for what the real reason was, well, that I didn't know myself. I’d 
only received the message come to the library after school you must from Kogu- 
nee during the break after the fifth period. I thought that inversion of speech 
was from a novel or something, but it seems she’d simply messed up the 
order of the words. 

"Ah, right right... I forgot." 

My sister forgot why she called people over. 

There is no greater source of grief, as her brother... 

"Here, this." 

Saying so, Kogu-nee took out a bento box wrapped in a handkerchief from 
her colorful bag (by the way, Kazusaen Academy sells the image of being a 
libertarian school, so bags were of free choice. They could be ransels or 


colorful or whatevers). 


"Choushi-kun, you forgot to take it, didn't you? It's no good, you 
absolutely mustn't do that. Mom prepared it just for you, after all." 

"...Yeah."' 

It's true that I’d gone to school without putting the bento in my bag today. 
I see, so Kogu-nee was entrusted with it... However. 

However. 

"Kogu-nee... Just what were you expecting me to do by giving it to me after 
school is already over..." 

"Eh?...Ah!" 

Kogu-nee put her hand on top of her mouth, as if she had just realized. 

No nono nono. 

Don't Ah! me. 

"T see... Now that you mention it, mom told me to deliver it to you during 
the lunch break..." 

"Yeah, I bet..." 

As expected from mother. 

She understood her daughter very well. 

But it was meaningless if she forgot that warning altogether. 

"Even though mom told me You gotta deliver it by noon! many, many 
times..." 

"No, our mom doesn't talk like a tomboy." 

"Huh? Is that so?" 

"There's limits to how bad your memory can be, Kogu-nee..." 

"Sorry..." 

Kogu-nee apologized disheartedly, but she was soon going to forget she’d 
done so anyway. Though this carefree aspect was certainly one of Kogu-nee's 
strong points. 

"Jeez, Kogu-nee's memory is so bad, it could have been used as 
inspiration for some old emotional movie..." 


"You say some good things, Choushi-kun..." 


However, Kogu-nee was unexpectedly good at subjects relying on 
memory, making it even more miserable. Even though, at a glance and 
through some talking, you could tell Kogu-nee thought that the antonym of 
outing was inning and that a sanatorium was another name for natrium, in 
terms of pure test scores, she was placed somewhat high in her grade's 
ranking. So she was a klutz, well, essentially an airhead. 

She was also called the ultimate master of the Tennen Rishin-ryu2. 

I shall display an example of her airheadedness. 

"Kogu-nee, here is a quiz. What goes on four feet in the morning, two feet 
at noon, and three feet in the evening?" 

"The Sphinx!" 

Yes. 

This is how much of an airhead she is. 

'"Well—it should be fine." 

I still accepted the bento box just in case. 

"For lunch, I had Fuyako-san share hers with me." 

"Ah, is that so? As expected of Fuyako-chan." 

"It was only half of a girl's bento, so there wasn't nearly enough, but... the 
point is that I have friends that will donate food to me when I forget my 
bento." 

"Oh, true." 

Kogu-nee nodded with satisfaction. 

"Big sister is relieved." 

ae 

She said that with the attitude of I was just testing you. 

If she wasn't such an airhead I would have gifted her a punch. 

"Huh? What? Are you thinking that I'm acting all haughty even though I 
forgot to give it to you by noon? But you know, the root of this problem is 
Choushi-kun forgetting his bento at home, isn't it?" 


? A martial art popularized by the Shinsengumi, pun is that "tennen" can mean both airhead and 
natural 


"Oh." 

So she noticed. 

"The root of this problem is Choushi-kun forgetting his bento at home, 
isn't it?! ltt" 

"..What's up with that?" 

"Mm? Like in a light novel series, season 2: repeating surprise marks like in 
a light novel." 

It appeared Kogu-nee relished in reading some of the older light novels. 

Also, the fact that she called them surprise marks instead of exclamation 
marks delightfully exhibited her idiocy. 

"Also, there's something called using a giant font like in light novels, but..." 

"Let's refrain from that one." 

"Right." 

"But Kogu-nee, I didn't really forget my bento box, you know." 

I said. 

"T left it behind on purpose." 

"Come again?" 

Kogu-nee looked startled. 

"On purpose? In other words, with aforethought?" 

"Why would you rephrase it using a difficult word..." 

"Aren’t you just putting on a bold front, saying it was on purpose when 
you simply forgot? Couldn't you find a more believable excuse?" 

"It's a serious excuse. Kogu-nee should be keenly aware that I have never 
once in my life put on a bold front." 

In reality, this line was in itself just a bluff, but it made Kogu-nee stop to 
think for a short while. 


"_..But why would you do shomeshing like that?" 


With the overwhelming amount of questions in her head, she started 
talking like Pinoko?. 

"Why would you leave behind the bento that mom made just for you? 
Choushi-kun, did you perhaps have a fight with her?" 

"Certainly not. I feel sorry for doing that to mom. But you see—I wanted 
to try something out." 

"Try something? What? A diet?" 

"Not at all, nothing as simplistic as that—how should I put it? I thought 
that leaving my bento behind might result in something happening." 

"Something? Like what?" 

"Something." 

Something , anything that would shake up my everyday life. 

Transforming my normal life into an abnormal one. 

But nothing happened. 

No, being honest, it wasn’t like there was no change to my life at all—I 
shared a lunch with Fuyako-san during lunch break, was called out to the 
library, which I rarely visited, and was now busy talking about useless things 
with Kogu-nee. You could say that was enough of a deviation from my 
everyday life. Thinking of the cost-performance, the results obtained might 
have been well within reason. 

Well, this was a world where nothing happened, even if the minute hand 
of a clock tower broke. I guess that leaving a bento back home wouldn't have 
left much impact. 

Hmm. 

"I'm going to say something good now, so pay attention." 

"Yeah?" 

"Don't you think it’s just too natural?" 

I looked outside the window— towards the opposite side of the clock tower, 


the school gate, and then spoke in a tone as plain as I could possibly muster. 


3 A character from the manga Black Jack. 


"T graduated from elementary school and entered middle school. Kogu- 
nee will soon have her high school entrance exams, right? Once you finish up 
those high school classes, is university next? Why are we attending school 
like all of this is natural?" 

"Isn't that because it is natural?" 

Kogu-nee tilted her head. 

"Especially middle school. It's compulsory education, after all."' 

"Well, that's true, but—however, I can't accept that feeling of everything 
being decided. Everything we can do and everything we will do, it's like all of 
it was decided for us beforehand... like we’re enclosed... like our options are 
limited." 

"What's that? You hate having your life dictated by rules or something of 
the sort?" 

"Mmm. I can't really say otherwise when you put it like this, but that's not 
the point I'm getting at. I don't especially hate it—" 

"T mean, it's acommon issue to have in your adolescence." 

"No, I'm not troubled. It's just... I can't help but tilt my head when I see 
that, despite how overly-natural everything is, it settled as being everyday 
life." 

It's really not a concern I'm having, I said. 

"Ts that so?" 

"Yes. If you want to talk about my troubles, I guess there's not much apart 
from the fact that Kogu-nee still refuses to bestow the upper spot of the bunk 
bed to me." 

"So that was troubling you..." 

"Tt sincerely was." 

I said. 

Solemnly. 

"Daily life, things being natural, that’s something hellish, isn't it? That 
idea was common in old movies and dramas. Stories about trauma from a 


character's youth were in vogue then, weren't they?" 


"Drauma? Is that something tasty?" 

"That word doesn't exist." 

She was supposed to be a pretty serious reader, so how could she be so 
oblivious to fundamental vocabulary? 

"But in reality, for us kids, in the present continuous tense —it's like not 
having a trauma is a trauma in itself." 

"Not having a drauma is a drauma..."' 

"Please don't learn it wrong. It would hurt me to know I taught you 
something is wrong." 

Oops. 

We got off topic. 

"In short, we must always carry doubts about our peaceful everyday life. 
When everything is too natural, like now, instead of feeling at ease, it just 
makes me concerned. Therefore—" 

"Therefore, you left your bento at home in order to break through that 
everyday life and turn it into something abnormal?" 

"Exactly. To disturb the routine." 

"Humm." 

Kogu-nee crossed her arms. 

"That's quite the long excuse." 

"",.Well, I'll properly eat the bento. At the very least, it’s true that I felt 
sorry for mom." 

What I’d said now wasn't really a lie, but something I’d had in my head for 
along time. I was pretty serious. To put it in concrete terms, it was on an aah, 
what should I do if my big sister falls for me because of that level of seriousness. 
However, well, it might have been a big ask to expect an airhead of her level 
to understand something like that. 

My sister was devoid of maliciousness or ill intent. So devoid of it that she 
would say "I have no panties!" when trying to say "I have no malice!" and "I 


have no jacket!" instead of "I have no hatred!" 


I think that aspect of her was what won the hearts of the other two of the 
Three Great Third Year Weirdos. But well, I guess my sister being such an 
airhead played a big role in me becoming who I am today. 

"Enough with all this complicated stuff." 

Plop, Kogu-nee said as her body fell onto the library table and stuck to it. 

"'Towards the end of Dragon Ball arcs, they often make the wish of 
resuscitating everyone except the bad people to Shenron, but isn't that 
ultimately the same thing as what Yagami Light tried to do in Death Note?' 
Enough with this kind of complicated stuff." 

"No, that's not what we were talking about." 

Although it certainly was a complicated topic. 

Kazusaen Academy was a school that focused on exams, so we didn't have 
ethics classes. 

We did have logic classes, but those aren't of any use in real life. 

"T don't know what words Choushi-kun wants to hear from me, but big 
sister shall open her heart, crocodile-style, and say them!" 

"C-crocodile?" 

That's amazing. 

"You say weird things! Just hearing you makes me uncomfortable... or, 
like, irritated!" 

"T don’t have anything to say to that." 

"The same level of irritation as when a manga magazine says The author 
won't have a chapter this week because they had to go out for an interview!" 

"T-that much...?" 

"Grrrr!" 

My sister is the kind of person to say 'Grrr!'"' when she gets angry enough. 
In a library. 

"But well, there have been more and more people thinking like Kogu-nee 
recently, so it's more frequent that they simply write No chapter." 

"Naive, naive, naive! You're as sweet as habanero syrup, Choushi-kun!" 


"That indeed sounds like a weird fluid that could either be sweet or spicy." 


"That means letting down the readers who were looking forward to it, so 
they should earnestly and properly apologize!" 

"Yeah... How, for example?" 

Kogu-nee thought about it. 

"_..The author won’t have a chapter this week due to their death sentence?" 

"Scary!" 

Having calmed down. 

I did my best to calm Kogu-nee down and reverted back to the main topic. 

"Choushi-kun, you see, you think about this kind of stuff because you 
have too much free time on your hands. I finally get why Choushi-kun was 
crazy just now." 

"T was called crazy, right to my face..." 

"You need to move your body more!" 

Kogu-nee pointed her index finger at me and talked as if she’d just come 
up with a great idea. 

"Join the track and field club! If you run around the school grounds for 
eternity, all your worldly desires will fly away! Probably!" 

She added probably at the end. 

I'm glad she admitted to having no persuasion power. 

"T think the people from that club also do a lot of other things, though... 
Besides, I'm bad at sports to begin with." 

"Ah, right. But even if you're bad at it, you can exercise if you join a sports 
club." 

"Well, yeah, that's obvious." 

Are worldly desires worries? 

It's written as annoying worries, so I guess a worry is a worry. 


Japanese is difficult, huh. 


“ Taking the characters composing the word “worldly desire” (JA) gives literally annoying (#8) 


worries(ti). 


"Or maybe, Choushi-kun, you want to join the ufology club?" 

"T won't." 

What kind of exercise would I have been doing there? 

"Mm? Didn't I tell you the other day? Well, it's like, everybody joins their 
hands and chants Gentla gentla, space people, to call the aliens." 

"Sounds like you’d call forth some really gentlemanly aliens..." 

However, it didn't seem like something that would burn a lot of calories. 

"Rejected." 

I said, without missing a beat. 

But Kogu-nee didn't step back, 

"If sports are no good, how about music?!" 

And she proposed a second idea. 

What a kind person. 

Filled to the brim with misplaced kindness. 

"Exactly, it’s the era of rock!" 

"Yeah... I'm unfamiliar with music though..." 

No, strictly speaking, it was in the same boat as shogi. I’d been hearing a 
little about it recently, but since that involved Byouinzaka-senpai too, I really 
should keep it a secret from Kogu-nee... 

"Choushi-kun, become a guitarist! And big sister will be the drumist!" 

Did she mean she would become a fervent fan of brilliant, yellow, melon 
bread liking, cat-style little sister robots with ribbons>? 

There's no way. 

"Kogu-nee, what you are trying to say is drummer." 

"Eh? Aah, is that so? Oopsie, my British accent leaked out." 

My sister had this setting in her brain where she was supposedly a girl who 
returned home after studying in Great Britain during elementary school. As 


her little brother, I knew that was a lie. 


5 Referencing Dorami-chan from Doraemon. 


"Don't joke like that. You were in the wrong, so please apologize 
properly." 

I requested an official apology. 

"Eh...Ah, sorry... Sorry for having called drummers drumists... Rather, 
sorry to Britain..." 

Albeit confused, Kogu-nee gave an international-level apology. 

If she wasn't my sister, I would’ve been all over her with that. 

"T shall forgive you." 

I forgave her, as the representative of Great Britain. How benevolent I was. 

"But you're right. Drumist would mean something like great mist. Ah, but 
wouldn't that be London-ishe" 

"There's no such word starting with dr-." 

"Humm." 

"But, Kogu-nee, you can play drums?" 

"Ummm? I can't. But you know, drummers are the only ones sitting on the 
stage. It seems fun." 

tae 

It was a shocking reason. 

I wouldn’t want to form a band with someone with such ideals. 

"Well, it's not like I can play guitar either —therefore, idea rejected." 

"Eeeh, but it seemed fun. We can get Rouya-kun and Kuro-chan to join in 
too. Right, it's a good occasion, so why not invite Fuyako-chan too? Rouya- 
kun playing the keyboard and Kuro-chan on the bass. And Fuyako-chan for 
the vocals. Our band name would be, let me see..." 

Various band names were being formed inside Kogu-nee's head. I’d 
already rejected the idea, but it was fun so I kept quiet and listened to her for 
a bit. 

"Light Music Club!" 


It was aclub name. 


Naturally, such a frivolous club didn't exist in our future alma mater that 
was Kazusaen Academy. There was a ufology club, but it wasn't flippant. 
Rather, it was pretty gloomy, so it didn't count. 

"Rejected." 

"Regreated?" 

Such was Kogu-nee, trying to mishear words under the pretense of 
wordplay for things to go her way. However, it was hard to get without 
spelling it out and didn't look great in the end. Level 2 on the pun scale. 

Naturally, life is constantly harsh and the world's wind is always cold. 

Tignored her and continued the conversation. 

"This isn’t the era of rock." 

"What a rockless world!" 

"Yes." 

I broke into a sweat as I nodded. Ignoring boring gags surprisingly 
consumed a lot of stamina. 

"Then shall we make soothing music?" 

"Please get away from the idea of music." 

"Really? A sham. Well, fine. Also the kanji for soothing® being so hard isn't 
soothing at all." 

"You so casually make such sharp remarks..." 

"Mmm. So sports and music are no good, huh. That means... there's only 
one path left." 

"Interesting. Please tell me." 

I plunged into the swamp of my own volition. 

Shows how masochistic I was. 

"But please, spare me from reading. Unlike Kogu-nee, I'm not a fan of 


reading books." 


8 The kanji for soothing, #&L, is composed of 18 strokes and is classified as N1 Japanese, the 


highest level of fluency in the language. 


"IT know that, obviously I get it. Big sister isn't boorish enough to push her 
hobbies onto other people. Besides, Choushi-kun can't even differentiate 
between O. Henry and Audrey Hepburn." 

That was just a misunderstanding I’d had in the second grade of 
elementary school. 

As expected of family, they sure like to open up old wounds. 

"And, what is it then?" 

"Lovel" 

"Ooh, seems middle school-themed!" 

"Love affair!" 

"It suddenly became adult-themed!?" 

A typical brother/sister flow. 

In this situation, one can naturally understand the gist of what the other 
person will say, and what they need to say themselves. 

"Getting yourself a woman will blow all your boring concerns about the 
world's stillness beyond the horizon! Ah, oopsie, I ended up sounding like 
mom." 

"As I said, our mother isn't such a crazy person...!"' 

But well, setting the tone aside, thinking about it, that might have indeed 
been true. It was a simple proposition without much pretense, but that only 
made it hit the mark that much more. Right, people should live going down 
the path of romance. 

"Exactly. After all, the kanji for people is made of a single stroke diverging 
into two lines..." 

"No, Choushi-kun, that's the kanji for enter!" 

So if my gags are mistaken, the retorts will be too’. 

Delightful! 


7 The character for people (A) and the one for enter (A) look similar but that saying only works for 


the former, therefore Choushi was right. 


"In other words, Choushi-kun, you can say whatever you want, but you 
just don't want to become an adult. You're quibbling about some pointless 
things that sound smart, but in reality, you're simply emotionally unstable 
because you recently moved from elementary school to middle school." 

"T don't want to become an adult... You think so?" 

"Yes. A typical Peter Pan Sergeant." 

"That sounds strong..." 

I wonder if Neverland has an army. 

Imean, it's Peter Pan Syndrome. It's hard to get the joke without the part 
in the middle. Level 3 on the pun scale. 

"Tinker Bell Cannon, launching—!" 

"What! ? It won't work on the Captain Hook Invincible Armada!" 

The game started. 

I was forgetting that this was a library. 

"However, Tinker Bell Cannon? The Peter Pan Sergeant uses quite 
inhuman sounding weapons..." 

"No no. It's called Tinker Bell Cannon because Tinker Bell developed it." 

The plot thickened. 

But I didn't want that sort of Tinker Bell to exist... 

"T can't fall in love with that kind of Tinker Bell, so I will settle on falling 
in love with a human girl." 

Having gotten bored of this game, I returned to the main topic. Forcefully. 

"Oh, great. How about big sister, for starters?" 

"I'm not the kind of pervert that would fall for his sister, so I shall refrain 
from following up on that offer. Integrity is my fortune. I am Kushinaka 
Choushi, the man who places wholesomeness as his top priority!"' 

"As expected of someone with a stroke through their name?®!" 


"No no, onee-sama, you also got one yourself!" 


8 When written vertically the name Kushinaka Choushi looks like it has a single vertical line 
running through it. (Same for Kushinaka Kogushi btw) 


That was the great pretending to praise someone but secretly praising yourself 
technique. I wondered how we looked from an outside perspective, so I 
checked our surroundings, but almost everyone had left before I noticed it. 
Only the library staff behind the counter was fervently reading without 
paying any concern to us. It seemed everyone had left because the idiot 
siblings were being too noisy. 

Umm. 

I was so in the wrong, I couldn’t even begin to form an excuse. I was of 
course going to reflect on my actions, but I felt like there should have been at 
least one person paying attention to us. Especially the library staff. Just what 
in the world were you reading? 

Was the reputation of the Three Great Weirdos that effective? 

Well, even if they were called the Three Greats, in reality, Kogu-nee was 
fundamentally different from the other two... No, wasn't it the other way 
around? Were the other two different? After all, Kogu-nee was the one 
leading the Three Greats. 

Ah, right. 

I guess making up my mind was an excuse. 

"Alright, Kogu-nee. Then, I'm going to confess real quick." 

"Woah, my little bro said le sloppy line like a high-schooler would." 

"What does 'le sloppy' mean?" 

"Pfft, it's a definite article." 

eat 

Kogu-nee tried to reply with a witty line and ended up pronouncing a word 
that didn't exist in English. 

Perhaps the report card she showed me was altered by someone... Or 
maybe it was a pun between le and the? Then, taking in account the surprise 
element, despite its complexity, level 6 on the pun scale. 

"So, who are you confessing to?" 


"Wimm." 


Following the norms, it should be Fuyako-san I guess? We'd been 
classmates with our desks next to each other for half a year, and it wouldn't 
have been weird if she’d already been in love with me. She also shared her 
bento with me. 

However, that felt too much like predestined harmony. 

Everyday life. 

Too natural, or rather, I wished for Fuyako-san to confess to me over me 
confessing to her. 

But more importantly, I was yearning for some change in my daily life. 
Although, naturally, that didn't mean I was some kind of abnormal child on 
the same level as my sister. 

That left me with one target. 

"Rori-senpai."' 

"Aah, Roku-chan." 

Kogu-nee nodded in a convinced manner. 

It seemed she had no problem with that selection. She might have even 
been willing to write me an introduction letter if I asked. However, I didn't 
need to resort to that... one of the Three Great Weirdos, fitting as an opponent. 
Rori-senpai would bea great touchstone to test out my courage and chivalry. 

"Then I shall move with haste. Kogu-nee, is Rori-senpai in the 
clubroom?" 

"T think she is. Then, big sister will take her time and arrive 30 minutes 
late. Do your best, my brother." 

"Thanks, my sister." 

"Please, let there be some divine misunderstanding." 

2 

The sister was intending to curse her brother. 

How scary. 

I stood up from the chair and thought of heading towards the ufology 
clubroom without a moment's delay—then, my gaze landed on the 


introduction to shogi book. Aah, what to do about that... I guess I should 


borrow it. No, no, I already read most of it anyway. I grabbed that 
elementary-schooler-focused book, intending to return it to its shelf on my 
way back. Fufufu. Now that I'd learned the pronunciation of kakugyou, I was 
invincible. I would leave Byouinzaka-senpai at a loss for words in our next 
game... No, really, I want to know what that would be like. 

"Thank you very much for the great advice." 

"Don't mention it. What I did doesn't warrant any gratitude, although it 
kinda does." 

"T wish I had met Kogu-nee earlier." 

"T've always been with you for the 13 years you've been alive, though!" 

"...Kogu-nee kind of..." 

"Mme" 

"Kogu-nee kind of feels like a knight." 

"Night? Aah, like the shogi piece?" 

Kogu-nee managed to follow the conversation, although one step behind. 

"Why is big sister a knight?" 

"You perturb the opponent with tricky moves. After all, it's the only piece 
in shogi able to jump over other pieces." 

A perfect fit for Kogu-nee. 

"Kinda sounds like an idiot though." 

Kogu-nee seemed unsatisfied. 

"There's the proverb that goes: The knight that jumps far falls prey toa pawn, 
isn't there? So the knight has that image of being a bonehead." 

"Even Kogu-nee knows that muche" 

"Of course. Big sister is pretty fussy about shogi, you know?" 

Without even knowing the size of the board? 

Well, that aspect was also knight-like. 

"They also say that the knight walking ahead has the most brilliant moves. 
But, it's certainly better to grow earlier." 


"Grow? You mean to promote?" 


"To grow into an adult." 
I wasn't in a place to talk about others. 


I said goodbye to Kogu-nee and left the library. 


II 


Have you heard of the quiz of the honest village and the liar village? I will 
lay it out, but since it's so famous, I don't think there's anyone who doesn't 
know of it. So, to explain it just in case, it's this kind of quiz: There was a three- 
forked road splitting like the kanji for people. One of the two paths led to the honest 
village, while the other one led to the liar village. A young man stood there, at that 
junction. He was either a resident of the honest village or of the liar village. The 
people from the honest village can only tell the truth, while the people from the 
liar village can only tell lies. Now, you want to go to the honest village. In order to 
know which path leads to it, what single question can you ask that young man? It 
was that kind of problem. Well, it was called a quiz, but it included 
components from logicism, so thinking a little will quickly lead you to the 
truth. But what's important here wasn't the answer of the quiz. 

I get the honest village. 

But what kind of people are the inhabitants of the liar village? 

What kind of life do they lead? 

... The answer to that question resided in the ufology club. 

Leaving behind the south building, where the library was, I headed to the 
room at the end of the clubroom wing's second floor. There lied the ufology 
clubroom. I announced my visit, ''Kushinaka Choushi, entering,'' and opened 
the door. 

Right then, at that moment, I realized my failure. 

Aah, right. 

No matter how considerate Kogu-nee acted, it was meaningless if Rori- 
senpai wasn't alone in the clubroom, wasn't it? Even I, with masochistic 
tendencies, wasn't such a complete M that I’d confess to her in front of other 
people. 

The ufology club was composed of three people (by the way, I was not a 


member). Presently, two of these three people were inside the clubroom. 


Rori-senpai, full name Douno Kurori-senpai (third year - 15 years old) and 
Gakemura Rouya-senpai (third year - 15 years old). Add the president, Kogu- 
nee — Kushinaka Kogushi (third yeah - 15 years old), and the ufology club’s 
member list is complete. 

All of them third-years 

No first or second year. Well, being in late November, third years usually 
would have already retired by now. But, for the ufology club, whose main 
activities consisted also of summoning gentlemen aliens but mostly talking 
inside the club room, that kind of common sense didn't apply. Besides, with 
its current state, the club would just disappear once the third years retired. 

"Hello! Sorry to bother you!" 

I stepped inside the room, hoping to make a cheerful impression. 

The two seniors... Rori-senpai and Gakemura-senpai reacted as usual. 

"Yo, Kushinaka's lil' bro. Bastard, you haven't been coming recently, have 
you?" 

The one who addressed me in a violent tone hiding a great amount of 
affection was Gakemura-senpai. He was unbelievably tall, even for a third 
year, and had long limbs. He felt a bit out of place inside this small room. 
Being a student of Kazusaen Academy, he was wearing a gakuran?. However, 
it was ripped in some places, showing off his disheveled lifestyle. 

In contrast with him (not that she really contrasted with anything, 
though), Rori-senpai said, 

"Welcome, Choushi-kun. We're glad to have you here." 

From those words, you’d assume she had a welcoming expression on, but 
instead, she didn't avert her gaze from the occult magazine she was reading. 
I could keenly feel her aura telling me ''You're a bother", ''Why did you come 
here?", 'Go home." 

Exactly, Douno Kurori. 


She was an inhabitant of the liar village. 


° The (often) black coat students can wear, often worn by delinquents in the 80s. Just refer to the 
illustration of part 1. 


She had apparently made up her mind in her young days to only ever tell 
lies, and had upheld that internal conviction throughout all her life, up to her 
current age of fifteen. I'd only known Rori-senpai for half a year through 
Kogu-nee, and not once had I witnessed her telling the truth. Having met her 
without any prior knowledge of that, due to Kogu-nee wanting to surprise me, 
I ended up remembering her name wrong for the longest time. That middle- 
schooler, who didn't make use of any ubiquitous speech but spoke in a 
composed manner, was one of the Three Great Weirdos. 

And needless to say, the last of the Three Great Weirdos was Gakemura- 
senpai just here. He wasn't necessarily a resident of the honest village, 
though. His personality was pretty frank, so he could somewhat be said to be 
one. However, he was also far from being rightfully described by the six letter 
word ‘honest’. Being the son of the richest person around, he developed quite 
the dissipated personality. 

He’d retired a few months ago, but Gakemura-senpai managed the role of 
a one-man student council (fulfilling all the roles by himself) for about a year 
in this academy. The sight of him walking down the hallways with 5 or 6 
armbands was deeply memorable. Luckily, even with that defective 
personality of his, Gakemura-senpai was excellent when it came to work, so 
he ended his term without causing any problem. Well, I heard rumors about 
him meddling with the current council (which had returned to a normal 
system), but Gakemura-senpai was basically just a member of the ufology 
club nowadays. 

Well, I guess Rori-senpai was the silver general and Gakemura-senpai the 
rook? 

And Kogu-nee the knight was leading these two. 

That's roughly how they worked. 

As long as she had Gakemura-senpai on her side, the underclassmen 
managing the library couldn't say anything to Kogu-nee. Not that she had 
that in mind at the time... being an airhead. 


"Don't keep standing there and sit down. Ah right, please sit here." 


Rori-senpai didn't choose to unfold one of the pipe chairs sitting against 
the wall, but simply stood up and recommended me her seat. This generosity 
was overwhelming, but knowing that it was a lie made it frightening. She was 
planning on pulling that chair backwards right before I sat on it. 

Exactly, I was really hated by Rori-senpai. I was crazy about her, but she 
hated me like crazy (level 2 on the pun scale). Anyway, I got hit with her 
crabby behavior all the time, and there were times when she downright 
ignored me too. Knowing that only her words were insincere made it even 
scarier. 

She was a seducing senior, but a suspicious one too. 

"Is there a problem? You won't sit?" 

"Yes. I will stand." 

"Tch." 

She clicked her tongue. 

I lamented the fact she didn't whisper her irritation. 

"Right. I will go buy some juice for Choushi-kun. Wait here until I come 
back." 

She quickly brought that up and exited the room before I could stop her. 
But would she take her bag and all of her belongings just to go buy juice? What 
kind of vending machine was she planning on buying from? In the first place, 
this room had a mini fridge, so there should have been some drinks in there. 

Thinking about such logic was foolish. 

Everything was a lie. 

But was I hated to the point that she would flee just to avoid seeing my 
face...? Ahh, it made me throb. 

"Kakakakah." 

Gakemura-senpai started laughing like a villain straight out of ashounen 
manga. He was a theatrical person, so he liked putting on a performance. 

Umm... I came here for Rori-senpai, but ended up alone with Gakemura- 
senpai... My aim and reality were too far apart. 


It was like going to see an angel but encountering a tengu instead. 


They might be similar, but really, they’re completely different. 

"On bad terms as usual, you and Douno." 

"No, I don't thinkit can be reduced to 'being on bad terms' at this point..." 

We didn't have any relationship to worsen to begin with. 

We couldn't even hold a conversation. 

Well, the only ones able to have one with her were Kogu-nee and 
Gakemura-senpai, though. But both simply don't really listen to other people, 
so in that sense, it still wasn’t really a conversation. 

Rori-senpai was solitary. 

That aspect of her aroused me too. 

I couldn’t help but extend a helping hand towards a solitary girl... I 
couldn’t help but extend a helping hand towards a solitary girl! Even I had to 
admit that this was more a pervert's fantasy than the good will of a righteous 
person. 

"Don't mind it. She likes the prez, so she’s just jealous as hell of the prez's 
lil' bro, in other words, of you." 

"Ts that really how it is?" 

Gakemura-senpai called Kogu-nee "prez" even when he was the student 
council president himself. It referred to the president of the ufology club, but 
at the same time, he found that the student council president calling someone 
else president was funny. I remember him having fun with that for a while. 

"But if I were to trust the Gakemura Theory, that would mean Rori-senpai 
would be Yuri-senpai though." 

"Isn't that cute for a middle-schooler?" 

"Hmm." 

Well, it was certainly pretty exciting. 

But I also thought it wasn't. 

Jealousy, huh? 

"To be honest, I came here today to confess to Rori-senpai." 

"What? The crimes you committed?" 


"No, a confession of love." 


"Huh." 

Gakemura-senpai acted like it wasn't big news. As expected of the man 
that was rumored to be dating eight girls simultaneously. He wouldn't be 
startled by something of this level. Umm. I guess a confession to Rori-senpai 
wasn't enough to shake up this peaceful daily life. 

I didn't know what to feel. 

"But man, you do understand that Douno hates you, no? I wouldn't even 
approach this room if a woman as scary as her hated me." 

"Mm. Her hating me is what makes it good. The difficulty level is certainly 
off the charts, though." 

"What?" 

"Senpai, do you read shoujo manga?" 

I moved around the room up to the shelf and spoke to Gakemura-senpai. 

"If a story is about a heroine having a happy end with a man she initially 
hated, I will like it unconditionally." 

"Initially? I'm pretty sure she'll still hate you to the very end, though." 

"No no, you see, in the end, Rori-senpai will tell me in an embarrassed 
fashion, with her face all red, '..[ hate you,' with it being the last lie of her life 
and—"' 

"You read too much manga." 

This kinda thing doesn't happen in real life, Gakemura-senpai added. 

"So what's wrong with it? If something that shouldn't happen did, in fact, 
happen, that would break off this peaceful life — or like, throwa rock into the 
still pond that is this normal world." 

"Don't say such stupid things. That's not very first year-like, Kushinaka's 
lil' bro. No, or perhaps you’re precocious? Thinking that doing things 
differently from usual will lead to something happening?" 

"That's about right." 

"T swear, what a non-chill Achilles heel. Put yourself in the shoes of my 
childhood friend, having her heart played with for a reason like that." 


"Don't get me wrong, I am sincerely pretty fond of Rori-senpai." 


That's right. 

Rori-senpai and Gakemura-senpai were childhood friends. Their parents 
were friends, so they grew up close to each other since their infant days. This 
kind of childhood friend thing was more shoujo manga-like than anything I 
had. Setting aside the truthfulness of Gakemura-senpai's claim of Rori- 
senpai being jealous of me, at the very least, I was jealous of him. It must have 
been nice. They must have entered the same bath during their youth. No, 
maybe even now, they were... (my imagination rampaged). 

"It's common to meddle with the girl one likes. But in your case, it's more 
like being hated makes you want to meddle with her? Having fun seeing her 
reactions." 

"Oh, please. I'm not that kind of wicked human, you know." 

"You're secretly crazy." 

Gakemura-senpai said. 

"If you're crazy, then just act like you are, so everyone knows. Like Douno 
or me, or even... like Byouinzaka from the second year. Doing that will put you 
in conflict with the world for good. I don't know what you're doing by playing 
the good guy — but you're being way too roundabout about it." 

"You're overestimating me." 

No, was that an overestimation? 

I felt like I was being bad mouthed, though. 

"I'm just not fond of predestined harmony. I simply got bored of this 
peaceful life, so I'm yearning for some thrills to enjoy. Oh, putting it that way 
makes it sound cool." 

"Enjoy some thrills, eh." 

Gakemura-senpai laughed derisively. Having learned kingcraft from his 
father, he had a habit of looking down on other people. 

"I met someone who said the same thing when I was studying abroad." 

"What?" 

I knew that Gakemura-senpai had real experience of studying abroad (he 


was living overseas during elementary school), unlike Kogu-nee, who used it 


as a fictional setting, but that was so sudden I had no idea what he was going 
to say. 

"He immediately caused an incomprehensible incident and went missing. 
Right onto the list of wanted people as an elementary-schooler. There 
weren't just one or two guys like that. And because I've seen the real deal — 
Kushinaka's lil' bro, your words sound awfully empty to me." 

ee 

"You're a crazy imposter." 

Therefore — Gakemura-senpai said. 

"Don't go bullying Douno." 

"_,.[ never intended to do so." 

Seriously, calling my confession an attempt at bullying. Kogu-nee was an 
overprotective sister, but Gakemura-senpai was quite the overprotective 
childhood friend, huh. Well, at this rate, I guess I better give up on confessing 
to Rori-senpai. I should at least pass the day before doing anything. Turning 
the ex-one-man student council, Gakemura Rouya, against me was a bad 
idea. 

"TI thought you were a rook, but it turns out you’re more like a gold 
general." 

"Huhe" 

"No, aS an image. Gakemura-senpai's image. By the way Kogu-nee is the 
knight and Rori-senpai the silver general." 

"Heeh. By the way, which are you?" 

"Err..." 

Thadn't thought about it. 

I pondered for a while. 

"The senior king... I guess?" 

OAs cosine iy 

I was told "oi'' far more times than I had in my life prior to that point. 

Gakemura-senpai continued talking in a fed up tone. 


"Why are you acting all haughtily like a king, hey?" 


"No, it's not about position, but the movements of the pieces. I'm not 
trying to be haughty or anything. I can move in any direction, but it's always 
as an escape... there's almost no case where a king makes a checkmate, is 
there?" 

"Mm? Aah... I see." 

"T can also put it that way..." 

I said. 

"...For everyone in this world, their king should always be themselves." 

"...Then at least be humble and say junior king." 

"T don't really get the difference between senior king and junior king." 

It was a total mystery after having only read an introductory book aimed 
at elementary-schoolers. But it being brought up made me interested, so I 
should ask Byouinzaka-senpai when I get the chance. 

"Well, who cares about that shogi talk. More importantly, let's talk about 
your sister. It's already five and she's still not here, any idea as to why? I sent 
her an email earlier but got no reply." 

"Hahahah. I know why, but I won't tell you." 

"What did you just say, bastard?" 

Gakemura-senpai's atmosphere suddenly turned dangerous. I couldn't 
feel any affection from that... but that wasn’t enough to startle me. If I were 
to temporarily accept the Gakemura Theory from earlier, then I could also 
apply the opposite. Gakemura-senpai was, in his own way, in love with the 
president Kogu-nee, so, being her little brother, I could benefit from that. If 
that weren't the case, I could hardly imagine Gakemura-senpai calling me a 
"crazy imposter." Well, he was honest in that way, and easy to understand. 
But since Gakemura-senpai protected Rori-senpai from me, I must guard 
Kogu-nee from Gakemura-senpai too. 

Well, I would protect her even if that didn't happen. 

"After all, [can't really give my dear Princess Peach to Gakemura-senpai, 
someone who would have fit as the leader of a delinquent group if we were in 


a old manga." 


"Who's a delinquent?! Try repeating that! I'm more like the leader of a 
kids group. I'm gonna open you a recital, you bastard." 

"But as a little brother, isn't it natural to not want my sister to be 
approached by Gakemura-senpai, who is rumored to be dating eight women 
at the same time, one of them being a housewife?" 

"Those are absolutely false rumors. I can only imagine the housewife 
thing being something that you made up just now." 

"Jokes aside, I think she will arrive very soon. She was simply considerate 
because I told her I’d confess to Rori-senpai. Maybe in around ten minutes? 
I'm going now, so feel free to chat however much you want." 

"What? It wasn't my intention to chase you away, you know." 

"The ufology clubroom without Rori-senpai is just an exhibition of 
dangerous objects. I'm going to take my leave before I get injured." 

'An exhibition of dangerous objects' wasn't a metaphor hinting at Rouya- 
senpai, but a literal expression describing the situation. On the iron shelf 
standing behind me were several items I couldn't help but wonder about the 
legality of. Namely swords, drugs, restraining gear... The only reason I could 
think of for gathering this many dangerous objects was to dismember the 
gentlemen aliens they try to summon. This collection Gakemura-senpai was 
so proud of was acquired through his very own money. It was so massive that, 
if a person of a job related to what was in there were to find it, they would be 
quick to hide their hands behind their back. I once somewhat tried to count 
how many things were in there, but it was so large that I gave up halfway. Was 
this equipment appropriate for a ufology club? However, Gakemura-senpai 
didn't collect that for ufology or the aliens, but for Kogu-nee. And the only 
motive Kogu-nee had to join the ufology club was because she had a fad 
where she was hooked on Sci-Fi novels during middle school (refer to her 
using specific terminology from Sci-Fi novels). In reality, Rori-senpai was the 
only one with any real interest in occult stuff... And it seemed that, even for 
her, the main goal was Kogu-nee. It was really just an ufology club in name 


only. 


That massive amount of dangerous objects gathered on this shelf and 
managed half-assedly only served to make chills run down my spine. 

"Are you fine with that? Your beloved Kogu-nee and I will find ourselves 
all alone." 

"Someone like me needn't to worry about that. Kogu-nee won't yield to 
Gakemura-senpai." 

I said decisively. 

Guh, Gakemura-senpai got stuck on his words... That kind of behavior was 
rare from him. There was no doubt that Kogu-nee was the weak point of that 
most powerful and invincible third-year middle-schooler. 

"The probability of Kogu-nee falling for Gakemura-senpai is precisely 
literal." 

"Not astronomical? How much is a literal probability?" 

It's not like I had no idea for a probability, but Gakemura-senpai asking 
as if earnestly interrogating me made it hard to continue, so I gave up on this 
conversation (I was pretty fast at giving up). 

"She is the definition of freedom. And despite that, she is dominated by 
her airheaded nature." 

I concluded the conversation. 

"_..Right." 

Gakemura-senpai agreed in a sarcastic tone. 

"Maybe Douno and I can't compete with her. ...The only one able to rival 
your sister... in this academy, I guess there's only Byouinzaka." 

"Gakemura-senpai... you often talk about Byouinzaka-senpai." 

"Mm? Aah. Because she's the real deal, the type you hardly ever see in 
Japan apart from me. And the only one who's even more real than me. In shogi 
terms, she would be both the rook and bishop, wouldn't she?" 


Ah, I see. 


Why didn't I think of it up to now? Gakemura-senpai is a third-year and 
Byouinzaka-senpai a second-year. So it wasn’t weird for Gakemura-senpai 
to have a strong impression of the school's biggest problem child from when 
he was a one-man student council. If Kogu-nee, Gakemura-senpai, and 
Rori-senpai were the Three Great Weirdos, then Byouinzaka-senpai was the 
One Great Weirdo. 

However, bringing up Byouinzaka-senpai here, Gakemura-senpai knew 
what he was doing. Right, since Rori-senpai was now outside the realm of 
possibility for me, and since I couldn't really confess to Gakemura-senpai 
(well, he could be considered to be the typical self-important character from 
BL novels, though), I needed to change my target. And how about it, 
Byouinzaka-senpai was an unexpected blindspot. Hmm... 

"What? Are you planning something vile? Let me in on it." 

"No, no... I'm not really." 

Iam keeping my friendship with Byouinzaka-senpai and the fact that we 
play shogi together a secret. I couldn't have Gakemura-senpai know about it. 
Rather, no one should have known at this point. Given the kind of person 
Byouinzaka-senpai was, no one would notice as long as I kept my mouth shut. 
Although I didn't think it needed to stay a secret to that extent... 

"Well then, see you someday." 

I said goodbye to Gakemura-senpai, and left the clubroom as I wondered 
whether the three ufology club members were fine without worrying about 
studying for entrance exams (I was still a first-year, so I didn't really know 
how that worked, but even in a school where middle and high schools were 
fused together, it's not like we automatically went up in grades, did we?) 

Rori-senpai was right next to the door. 

"Wah." 

That startled me. 

Aah I see, if I'm going to buy juice was a lie, then Rori-senpai could have 
been listening to us. Then she might even have learned that I was trying to 


confess to her. As I thought that, as expected, Rori-senpai asked, 


"Choushi-kun. Do you hate me?" 

Even her interrogative tone sounded bizarrely false. 

It must have been hard to build a character. 

I could’ve confessed right there, however, thinking of Gakemura-senpai 
behind this one layer of wall, I chose to refrain from doing so. I decided to 
reply to the question with my own question to escape from the present 
situation. 

"And you, Rori-senpai, do you hate me?" 

"No, I don't?" 

Rori-senpai said, while nodding with her head in a displeased fashion. 


"T love kids like you." 


Mmh. 

Even if I knew it was a lie, I was still happy about it, huh. Plus, she said it 
out loud. I wish I had recorded it godspeed (godspeed*® and DAT overlapped. 
By the way, DAT is the abbreviation of Digital Audio Tape Recorder, aka a tape 
recorder. It was a pun playing with the double meaning of wanting to record 
it, and fast, but given that the word DAT isn't commonly used and thus needs 
this kind of lengthy explanation, I shall be harsh when grading myself: level 
1 on the pun scale). 

That said, I was really hated, huh. 

It was almost refreshing. 

"If Choushi-kun likes me, it would be mutual, so let's date by all means. 
We are lovers starting today. I will come see you as soon as club activities end, 
so could you wait for me at the park near the academy until six o'clock?" 

"Yes, gladly." 

Of course, no matter how much I liked Rori-senpai, our love wasn't 
mutual, so we weren't lovers, and even after finishing her time-killing 


chatting she called "club activities,'' Rori-senpai wouldn't even go near that 


10 Pronounced Datto in english, same pronunciation as DAT. 


said park. Still, I delightfully nodded. Being able to enjoy women's lies, I kind 
of felt like a gentleman. Gentle~, gentle~. 

"Then, see you someday." 

"Yes. We will never meet again." 

The woman who only told lies was quick to contradict herself, but even 
then, I could tell from that lie that Rori-senpai intended to see me again, 
which increased my happiness even further. 

Let's collect these small happinesses. 

"At that time please bring Togishima-san with you." 

nt 

Translation: even if it's inevitable for you, the president's little brother, 
to come here, do not ever bring Togishima-san with you, under no 
circumstances. 

Although, with Fuyako-san, it was more that she had trouble dealing with 
her... Well, that went for Fuyako-san too, so they were even on that point. And 
I, thinking I should obey Rori-senpai’s words and bring Fuyako-san here 
tomorrow, might have indeed been malicious. I might have enjoyed seeing 
the reactions of someone who hated me. Not that I thought my daily life 
would change thanks to that. 

Anyhow, things continued as usual. 

"Not promoting Silver proves advantageous... was it?" 

"Eh? 

"No, nothing." 

Please remain the way you are. Being told that in such a stuck up way, I 
moved away from the door of the clubroom and continued walking. My 
destination: the third floor of the north building, the music room where 


Byouinzaka Meiro-senpai was. 


Ill 


I had heard various rumors/legends about Byouinzaka-senpai ever since 
the moment I’d entered this academy. What surprised me greatly was when I 
was told by Gakemura-senpai that most of those rumours were actually true. 
If that was accurate, then she was effectively the One Great Weirdo—no, she 
couldn't be described on such a small scale. I’d even heard her be referred to 
as Kazusaen Academy's greatest taboo. Thus, having heard that, I couldn't 
possibly not try approaching her. At that point, it was practically a divine 
mission entrusted to me by the gods. Luckily, the target was famous, so as 
long as she was in the academy, it was easy to pinpoint her location. I didn't 
even need to ask Gakemura-senpai; Byouinzaka-senpai was always in the 
music room after school. That was the case when I first met her on the second 
Wednesday of September, and today was not an exception. After all, she was 
a member of the wind music club. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai, 'elooo!" 

Not especially aiming to change my image, I greeted her in a friendly way 
as I removed my shoes, then opened the door to the clubroom. As expected, 
or rather, as planned, Byouinzaka-senpai was there. Byouinzaka Meiro 
(second-year - 13 years old)—a girl in a gakuran outfit. A girl in a gakuran 
outfit. A girl in a gakuran outfit!!! That alone was eccentric enough, but to my 
surprise, it was a long gakuran. It was enough to rival Gakemura-senpai's 
scruffy, partly ripped uniform, but in this case, the fact a girl was wearing it 
released an ominous aura. Of course, it was completely and daringly against 
the rules, but no one from the faculty would dare to warn her about it. In short, 
no one wanted to get involved with Byouinzaka-senpai. 

However, it fit her. It fit her (probably) far more than the regulated sailor 
uniform. Her face was too young and her body too girly to be crossdressing as 
a man, but that imbalance, which could be considered perverse, played to 


Byouinzaka Meiro's strength and built her individuality. 


Well, as far as I could see, she didn't feel like normal everyday life. From 
what I’d heard in the rumors (legends), I thought that the outfit thing merely 
made her an eccentric. However, seeing it for myself, it felt fresh every time 
I looked at it. Unexpectedly, I felt like something could happen or change if I 
tried wearing a sailor uniform, myself. Hmm, I shall borrow one from Kogu- 
nee some other time. That might make for a much better move to disturb 
everyday life than forgetting my bento back home. 

Receiving my greetings, Byouinzaka-senpai showed me a smile, as if to 
say ''Hi Kushinaka-kun, you're as energetic as ever. I love energetic people." 
Judging that to mean I was allowed to enter, I closed the door behind me and 
approached her. 

No need to ask permission from the other members. 

Because there weren't any. 

Byouinzaka Meiro was the one and only member of the wind music club. 
If the ufology club's main activity was talking after school, then the wind 
music club's main activity was Byouinzaka-senpai listening to CDs of 
classical music as she played with her instrument as much as she wanted. 
More self-self-self-centered than just self-centered, I guess. And with the 
advisor teacher never present it couldn't be more right. 

However, that hadn't always been the case. 

Rather, until two years ago, Kazusaen Academy's wind music club had 
apparently been pretty well known. If I may say something witty, it sounded 
like they regularly reached the national tournament. It's not abnormal in the 
slightest for schools where studies are the main focus to put more effort in 
cultural clubs than sports, but even among them, the wind music club was 
Kazusaen Academy's pride. 

That pride collapsed two years ago with Byouinzaka Meiro's admission. 
The details were never told to anyone, but by June, Byouinzaka-senpai had 
found herself alone. Every other member, regardless of their grade, had 
retired by then. No, even more than that, by that time, not even the advisor 


dared to approach the music room after school anymore. By the way, around 


the same time, in June, every other member of class 1-B, which Byouinzaka- 
senpai belonged to, had stopped attending school. 

A Silent Clearing Order. 

That's why she was called that. Incidentally, for the same reason, she was 
now part of class 2-Z, commonly called the Byouinzaka Class, which she was 
the only student of. It might have made the news if the outside world learned 
of it, but this school was very secretive, so that information hadn't been 
leaked out yet. Those on the staff side probably wished for the problem child 
to graduate as soon as possible. They likely wanted to dump all the 
responsibility for her onto the high school section. 

I’d thought the Clearing Order Legend was vastly exaggerated, but when I 
heard the truth from Gakemura-senpai, I could no longer restrain myself. 
Gakemura-senpai the one-man student council and Rori-senpai the liar 
village resident could be called abnormal too, but Byouinzaka-senpai was far 
above them. It was natural for me to want to approach her. 

September. 

Byouinzaka-senpai saw me, the impromptu visitor, as a great bother. She 
continued playing her instrument (I think it was a horn) with an expression 
that told me to go home because I was a bother. When I insisted, Byouinzaka- 
senpai raised the volume of her CD (I think it was Mahler's 8th symphony in 
E flat major, Symphonie der Tausend) as if telling me "I don't know what 
you're trying to do, but it's wiser not to get near me." 

I didn't step back. 

As someone with a masochistic mindset, the more she rejected me, the 
more fired up I got. Or perhaps it was a fire inside my heart. It took one week 
until I got permission to enter the clubroom, another week until I got her to 
listen to me, and yet another until I got her to react to what I said. The entire 
month of September was sacrificed for the sake of establishing 
communication with Byouinzaka-senpai. Of course, it didn't end there. 
October was spent having her remember my name, and November was 


becoming close enough to play shogi together. It took a great deal of 


hardships to get to that point. As Gakemura-senpai sarcastically said, I 
hadn't been going to the ufology clubroom recently. That was because a lot of 
my after school time in the second semester was spent going to the music 
room. Gakemura-senpai called her ''both the rook and bishop", but in my 
eyes, she was unexpectedly a pawn. Impregnable, dependable, 
undisturbable—and more importantly, someone who never regrets anything. 
The knight that jumps far falls prey to a pawn, and not promoting Silver proves 
advantageous. Continuing on this series of proverbs, a game of shogi played 
without pawns is a losing game of shogdi. 

And if we were to talk about fakes or genuine articles, as Gakemura-senpai 
said, Byouinzaka-senpai was without a doubt the real deal—without getting 
into whether she was a good genuine or a bad one. 

Well, I guess the real deal is neither good nor bad. 

That said, I feel like my relationship with Byouinzaka-senpai had 
stabilized recently—we were close enough to play shogi together, but that 
felt natural, overly natural. She was a weird person, but as I spent time with 
her, I realized she wasn't all that eccentric. So, at this rate, my life will fall 
back into peacefulness, even though I encountered someone that was the real 
deal. There is the common saying that no matter the abnormal situation, once 
it settles in, it merely becomes another facet of everyday life, but as for myself, I 
would like to avoid my relationship with Byouinzaka-senpai becoming 
ordinary. That was partly the reason why I’d leaked out some of my real 
thoughts and complaints to Kogu-nee and Gakemura-senpai today. 

However, as expected of Kogu-nee. 

She probably wasn't aware of it, and I first went to Rori-senpai, but if I 
were to confess to Byouinzaka-senpai and get an OK, that would certainly 
shatter my peaceful life. 

A fine abnormal everyday life. 

"Um, Byouinzaka-senpai." 

As I tried to start aconversation, Byouinzaka-senpai silenced me with her 


instrument. By the way, today was a clarinet. She hadn't put a CD on, so she 


seemed to be practicing seriously. With no advisor to help her, Byouinzaka- 
senpai had to teach herself every instrument. 

If you were considering confessing to me, Kushinaka-kun, you would 
sadly end up experiencing heartbreak, so I would recommend you refrain 
from doing that; Byouinzaka-senpai directed a gaze conveying that will 
towards me. 

Uwah, she beat me to the punch. 

Thadn't said anything but got rejected without the use of words. 

My masochistic self couldn't help but tremble with excitement from being 
rejected twice in a day, and furthermore, in quick succession. However, 
Byouinzaka-senpai was as sharp as usual, I thought. She completely saw 
through why I’d come to the music room. 

"T won't confess or anything." 

I denied it with words. 

I wonder about that, Byouinzaka-senpai let out a smile resonating with 
that meaning. 

"But how did you notice?" 

As I asked, Byouinzaka-senpai put away her clarinet (That was the 
manifestation of her benevolent will to focus on her conversation with me 
rather than on her training. Just for reference, it took a month and a half for 
her to prioritize me over her instruments) and then turned towards me. 

Thad already heard that you visited this music room because you hate your 
usual, peaceful life. Then I can easily deduce that you would want to bring our 
relationship, which had slightly calmed down, to a new state. A new state, 
thinking about it normally, that would mean a romantic relationship. I wear 
this type of clothing, as you can see, and you have a girly face, but even so, we 
are technically a man and a woman. That is the simplest and easiest to 
understand idea, and I thought that was the probability most likely to be true. 
The second simplest and easiest to understand would be a hostile 
relationship, but I do not imagine you hate me enough to request having such 


a relationship with me, nor can I imagine that our relationship is so cornered 


you would resort to something of the sort. As I was thinking vaguely along 
those lines, Kushinaka-kun, you appeared today, as if you had resolved your 
mind on something in secret. Therefore, I thought I should start by 
addressing that, just in case—Byouinzaka-senpai made that kind of 
expression. 

Haah... This person really sees right through me. 

It’s easy to focus on her crossdressing or the Clearing Order, but the 
conclusion I’d come to after observing her for the last two months was that 
her most impressive characteristic was her perceptiveness. 

"T admit my defeat." 

I easily surrendered. 

As I said, I'm quick to give up. 

"No wonder I'm on a five loss streak in shogi." 

We finally became close, why not just stay friends? I think you already 
know this, but you are pretty much my only friend. Byouinzaka-senpai 
narrowed her eyes as if to say that, then loosened her cheeks as if adding 
"Well, starting from next year, I would be more than willing to think about 
this kind of thing." 

The part she added must have been a joke. I might be getting ahead of 
myself, and it's a bit late to consider this fact, but Byouinzaka-senpai doesn't 
seem to have much to do with romantic affairs. Byouinzaka Meiro was 
complete on her own. Thus where my blind spot came from, still, a blind spot 
is merely that. 

However, friends, huh. 

Since Byouinzaka-senpai used that wording herself, I guess we really 
were friends then. I was exceedingly grateful that she would consider 
someone like me to be her friend. 

As if saying ''Kushinaka-kun, what should we do now? Do you want to play 
shogi for now?", Byouinzaka-senpai pointed at the corner of the room, where 
the shogi board, which didn't at all fit with the overall atmosphere of the 


room, was. Byouinzaka-senpai had a great memory, so she could even play 


blindfold shogi if necessary, but then I (a hardcore debutant) wouldn't be able 
to follow, so she brought that board from her house for my sake. Once we 
broke the ice, I realized she was a kind senior attentive to her juniors. 

However, I still didn't get it, even now. 

Why was that person the Silent Clearing Order? 

I would love to hear the story of the ex-wind music club members, or of 
her classmates during first year... However, I simultaneously felt that I 
shouldn't try to meddle any further. 

"Well, I shall be your opponent for a game." 

"Oh my, plenty of confidence, eh?" Byouinzaka-senpai made a forced 
expression of surprise, as if to say that. She went to grab the shogi board with 
a smile leaking her thoughts of: "Did you perhaps read an introductory 
booker", then laid the board out on the felt paving the clubroom's floor, and 
sat on her knees instead of going back to her chair. I sat in the same way, 
facing her. Then we placed the pieces, accompanied by clickety sounds. Err, 
for the rook and bishop, which was on the left side and which was on the right 
side...’ Mm, this piece... right. 

"Right, Byouinzaka-senpai, I would like to ask a question." 

Byouinzaka-senpai raised an eyebrow, as if inquiring about my question. 

"What's the difference between the senior king and junior king?" 

"There is none, really. There is a rule stating that the player in a higher 
position uses the senior king, while the other one uses the junior king, but 
amateurs of our level playing for fun shouldn't worry about such rules," 
Byouinzaka-senpai explained to me with eye contact. I see, so that was the 
only difference, huh. However, it's the kind of rule I wanted to respect, now 
that I knew of it. I exchanged the senior king on my side with the junior king 
on Byouinzaka-senpai's side, which was already fully set up. She smiled 
pleasantly at this behavior of mine and waited for me to finish setting up my 
side. 


Byouinzaka-senpai went first. 


Nowadays we often heard that, in shogi, computers have become stronger 
than humans (not just for shogi, that went for chess and go too). However, 
through my five matches against Byouinzaka-senpai, I'd learned that that 
view was completely off-the-mark. Ultimately, shogi was a confrontation 
between people and nothing else. Humans confront humans, people play 
with people. Exactly—not to imitate Kogu-nee, but shogi wouldn't work as a 
game without anyone to play with. Moves that shake your opponent, moves 
that bait your opponent, moves that lower your opponent's guard, moves 
that give confidence to your opponent—all of those strategies are compactly 
concealed within those 81 squares. ''Shogi is a psychological game," in our 
first match, Byouinzaka-senpai transmitted that to me with her expression. 
It didn't really click with me at the time, but I quickly grasped the meaning 
behind those words. Yes, shogiisn't simply a game of moving your pieces and 
taking your opponent's pieces. Professional players think one or two hundred 
moves ahead, while computers calculate every move ahead—those are 
merely superficial numbers. I was made to learn that the risk of betting a 
whole game on a single move is the quintessence of shogi. ...But regrettably, 
since my abilities hadn't yet caught up to my understanding, Byouinzaka- 
senpai completely floored me, led me by the nose, teased me without restrain, 
and ended today's match with a crushing defeat on my side. 

"Not at all, there is no such thing as a crushing defeat, Kushinaka-kun. 
You have improved at a great pace for having only played six games. It didn't 
go that smoothly for me back when I first started," Byouinzaka made an 
expression halfway between praising and consoling, as if to say that. Even if 
you compare me to you from long ago... Was my honest impression. However, 
the consideration I was shown undeniably made me cheer up. I was sure 
Byouinzaka-senpai saw those games as a teaching experience. If she didn't 
think that way, they wouldn't even serve as a way to kill time. As I was 
thinking such things, Byouinzaka-senpai's expression hardened, as if telling 
me that the most important thing was to not get used to defeat. 


"Get used..." 


Once you get used to it, anything will become a part of peaceful everyday 
life. If you get used to continuously losing, you'll never progress. I wonder if 
that was the meaning? 

"Kushinaka-kun, do you read mystery novels?" Byouinzaka-senpai 
followed by asking me that with her eyes. This situation didn't really call for 
putting on airs, so I answered frankly. 

"T don't read much." 

Is that so? I read quite a lot though — but Kushinaka-kun, you do know 
what kind of novels they are, don't you? Your big sister, Kushinaka-senpai, 
is a pretty heavy reader as well. Moreover, the mystery genre had a boom in 
all forms of media at some point. Anyhow, they often make me wonder about 
the inhumanity of the great detectives appearing in such novels. When a 
murder happens, those great detectives start their deduction work and 
identify the culprit. That's the basic formula for a mystery novel. But I wonder, 
is the situation where a human just died really appropriate for nonchalantly 
reasoning things out? Grieving over the person who just died comes first as a 
human, right? Lamenting over people's deaths comes first, right? Securing 
everyone's safety comes before trying to stop the culprit, right? However, 
these great detectives think about the assailant over the victim. They are 
lacking in humanity, they are missing something important as a person. But 
how about changing our perspective here? For great detectives, death and 
murder is a part of their daily life. They are familiar with and have grown 
accustomed to dead people. That's how they can calmly reason in any kind of 
situation. Even more so with detectives from novel series. Essentially, 
humans are creatures capable of adapting to anything; to losing, to running 
away, they will get used to anything. They might even be able to get used to 
getting used to something—Byouinzaka-senpai raised the corner of her 
mouth as if to tell me that, then shrugged her shoulders. 

"Getting used to getting used—is it?" 


These words seem to have a deep meaning. 


"Kushinaka-kun, you and I are of the same breed, in the sense that we 
both hate getting used to things. That's why you can face me without trouble. 
Though I have no idea if that is something to be happy about," she made that 
kind of expression. Then continued, closing her eyes as if to say "I often talk 
about having an older cousin, don't I?" 

"A cousin... Yes." 

She really brought that up often. Actually, it might be the subject she 
brings up most often. From what I was told, that "cousin" was a weirdo of a 
degree not inferior by any means to Byouinzaka-senpai. However, 
Byouinzaka-senpai really likes to bring her up without any reason, especially 
out of context. 

As I previously said, that cousin has a phobia of people. She gets sick when 
plunged into a crowd of multiple, unpredictable people. In other words, that 
means she cannot get used to people. I can only imagine how hard a life that 
must be to lead. However, that cousin accepts it as her everyday life —literally 
her everyday life. In the same way I have accepted this music room and the 
class 2-Z, you see. People might even get used to the fact of getting used to 
things—however, at the same time, Kushinaka-kun, my cousin, and me as 
well, we can probably get used even to having things we can never get used 
to, Byouinzaka-senpai conveyed that to me with her gaze alone. 

"You mean getting used to an abnormal life...? In the end, no matter the 
abnormal life, once that settles in, it is merely anormal one, isn't it?" 

"You seem to be misinterpreting it. The opposite of everyday life isn't an 
abnormal everyday life, Kushinaka-kun,'' Byouinzaka-senpai transmitted 
those words to me without saying them out loud. 

"Ts that so?" 

I asked back with some confusion in my voice. 

"Then what is the contrary to everyday life?" 

That is abnormality. 


Byouinzaka-senpai lowered her small jaw and indicated that. 


No matter how strange and abnormal something might be, it can 
ultimately never resist being converted to everyday life. Even if you and I 
become lovers, when that becomes reality, it will merely be our routine— 
Byouinzaka-senpai closed her lips, as if to say that. 

Mmh. 

I was being rebuked. 

And being rehashed... 

Naturally, appreciating change is a good thing. However, it’s something 
to keep in moderation. This is advice from your kind senior. Trying to change 
because of your preferences is by no means bad, but it’s not just good either. 
After all, if you go about it the wrong way, you will eventually get used to the 
action of changing as well; Byouinzaka-senpai, who’d summed her point up 
despite a lack of words, smiled. From the perspective of her junior in both 
school and life, that was a pretty attractive smile. 

Hmm, I take back what I previously said. Feeling that things had settled 
down recently, that was some preposterous hubris on my part — Byouinzaka- 
senpai still seemed to be much more profound. I didn't need to go through 
this lesson. Confessing to Byouinzaka-senpai wasn't necessary in the first 
place. The One Great Weirdo, Byouinzaka Meiro. This person, not merely part 
of an abnormal life, but abnormality itself, still looked like she could 
entertain me much more. 

But setting that aside... that left me with some weird impetus inside my 
body. Where should my feelings of wanting to confess to a girl go? I’d had 
enough of trying to escape my everyday life for today, but I didn't think I’d be 
able to calm down without confessing to anyone. Rori-senpai was no good, 
Byouinzaka-senpai too, Kogu-nee and Gakemura-senpai were out of the 
equation. That means... I see, like in a Maeterlinck's fairy tale, happiness 
might have unexpectedly been closer than I thought. I shall visit Fuyako-san, 
the first person I thought of when hearing about love and planning on 
confessing. Right, I'm sure Fuyako-san must have been my soulmate. It was 


predestined harmony, but in this case, that couldn't be helped. 


What do you want, Kushinaka-kun? How about another game? 

Byouinzaka-senpai invited me with her expression, as if saying that. I 
politely declined her invitation. In reality, I wanted to play not one, but two 
or three more games, but if we were to do that, we wouldn’t leave school until 
later, and Fuyako-san might have gone home by then. I frankly informed 
Byouinzaka-senpai of the situation and apologized to her. 

Byouinzaka-senpai had a fed up expression, as if saying "It seems you 
didn't understand what I said." But she quickly changed to an expression 
conveying ''Well, do as you want," adorned with malicious intent, similar to 
the malice of thinking along the lines: "I have expensive health insurance so 
it would be a waste if I didn't get cancer." 

We were of the same breed. 

"Then, sorry for the intrusion." 

I left the music room. I soon heard the tune of a clarinet play behind me. 
The timbre could probably be said to not be very skillful, but that was once 
again fitting for Byouinzaka-senpai. 

However, that said, she really was abundant with her expressions. 

She was both silent and eloquent. 


Such was the kind of second-year student Byouinzaka Meiro was. 


Ill 


Fuyako-san, also known as Togishima Fuyako, was a classmate of mine 
and an active member of the student council. I think her job was secretary or 
something. Therefore, she had some level of intimacy with Gakemura-senpai, 
who formerly operated the student council by himself, and was also known 
by Kogu-nee and Rori-senpai. By the way, to explain the relationships witha 
diagram: 

Fuyako-san ~>(respects)> Gakemura-senpai | Gakemura-senpai ~(useful)> 
Fuyako-san, 

Fuyako-san >(bad with) Kogu-nee | Kogu-nee~(cute)> Fuyako-san, 

Fuyako-san >(doubt!)> Rori-senpai | Rori-senpai >(nemesis!)> Fuyako- 
san. 

Well, that was the general outline of it. Fuyako-san was a strong-willed 
and combative girl, so she wasn’t afraid even when dealing with third years. 
Therefore, she was able to get along with the Three Great Weirdos. Not that 
she had any will to, though. Through those connections, I came to establish a 
level of intimacy with her too. We were in the same class to begin with, so we 
were on good terms even then, but we really got closer in the second semester, 
when she joined the student council. As narrated earlier, I spent a lot of time 
commuting to the music room during that time, but even then, being in the 
same class, I was able to at least talk to Fuyako-san. So that was how I was 
able to build our present relationship, where she would share half her bento 
with me. 

Mmm. 

However, people hardly ever act in the way I want them to. 

Well, as I was thinking things like that, I headed to our meeting spot, that 
is, our classroom, the 1-A classroom. I sent a mail to Fuyako-san right after 


leaving the music room. The student council should be getting busy with the 


sports day closing in, so Iassumed she would be staying until eight o'clock, 
or until six o'clock at the earliest. And that prediction was right on the money. 

"Trouble spotted, trouble spotted, trouble spotted. A shutting -in incident 
spotted in Kazusaen Academy's 1-A classroom. Police units standing nearby 
are to head to the scene." 

To that mail, she instantly replied, 

"Roger. Rushing to the scene at once." 

What an idiotic relationship that was. 

Ihesitated on saying that, since I was the one to call her, but since she was 
still inside the school, that meant she hadn't finished her work for the 
student council yet. Fuyako-san was quite the bohemian council member. 

When I reached the classroom, Fuyako-san was already there. Looking as 
if she was searching for any split end in the tip of her trademark ponytail, she 
was sitting in the deserted classroom. Noticing me with the sound of the door 
opening, she turned to me with an exclamation "Oh." 

"Yop, Kushinaka."' 

Her greeting was particularly friendly. Although that wasn't because 
she’d especially opened her heart to me. Fuyako-san acted like that towards 
anybody. It was like she wasn't afraid, or just not shy. She was the sort of 
character to not create walls with other people. 

On the other hand. 

"Hello, Fuyako-san. I deeply apologize for making you wait in addition to 
already having called you here." 

Her classmate and friend was being formal. 

That was my character. 

I wouldn't go as far as to say I created walls, but I certainly gave off the 
impression of keeping a certain distance with people. 

"It's fine, Iwas stuck on some work at the right time. It served as a refresh 
or a reset. In that sense, your invitation feels like a crossing on a bridge." 

"Mm..." 


It was wrong, but also not. 


She probably did it on purpose, so no need to correct her, huh. 

Furthermore, it wasn't important enough to retort. 

As I was thinking of that, 'So what did you want?" Fuyako-san asked me. 

"T love you. Let's marry when this war ends." 

I thought of saying that, but stopped myself just in time. Calm down, don't 
be restless. That would be like someone acting purely on impulse, wouldn't 
it? Creating the atmosphere is important for this kind of thing. Don't get too 
excited because you can kinda see it. 

"Nothing, it's not really that important, you see." 

"Doubt." 

Fuyako-san made a cross with her index fingers in front of her chest. 

"That's a lie." 

"..Ah, right." 

Lies didn't work on Fuyako-san. That was the reason why Rori-senpai 
considered her to be her nemesis. If Rori-senpai was an inhabitant of the 
lying village, constantly lying, then Fuyako-san had a talent of seeing 
through people's lies with nearly 100% accuracy. If Byouinzaka-senpai was 
called the Silent Clearing Order, I guess Fuyako-san was a lie detecting 
machine. From my perspective, it even came off as supernatural, more of a 
talent than an ability. However, according to her, it was a human-like ability 
police veterans could use normally. Hearing her explain it made me concede 
on that being normal, but that still left the question of why a first year 
middle-schooler could use a technique only police veterans could. The 
answer to that came quickly. Because her father's little brother was precisely 
one of those policemen. So I guess she learned from looking at him. 
Policemen in her family... This kind of character was highly valuable in the 
mystery novels Byouinzaka-senpai often read. 

Example: 

"Today is my birthday." 

"Doubt." 

"My birthday is on the fourth of June." 


"Doubt." 
"T got perfect marks on a Japanese test the other day. ' 
"Doubt." 


"Today I ate my own bento." 

"Doubt... you only told lies, you know." 

Are you Douno-senpai?, I received such a retort. 

It was a local retort. 

"No, no... As always, I just thought it was a useful ability." 

"Not that much. At my uncle's level perhaps, but with my skill, it can only 
pass as a party trick. Even if I can detect lies, I can’t do much if they don't say 
the truth. Plus, I can’t deal with misunderstandings. Also, real liars can 
deceive even themselves. In that case, I wouldn’t be able to do anything... 
That's howit is. Also, it doesn't work on people who only tell lies, like Douno- 
senpai, in the same way you just did." 

"Really?" 

"Tf it's all lies, it's all doubts." 

"Ah, I see." 

Then seeing through them or not is meaningless. 

Mm... However, with that logic, at least Douno-senpai wasn't deceiving 
herself. So she wasn’t a pathological liar, but did it consciously... Hmm. But 
then, although it was a bit late to wonder about that, why was Rori-senpai 
always lying? Why did she decide to only tell lies? Was there a specific reason? 
Her childhood friend Gakemura-senpai might have known, but did Kogu-nee 
know? No, she wasn't bothered by that habit of Rori-senpai’s in the first 
place... 

"I'm not Rori-senpai's nemesis as much as she seems to think. Although 
she doesn't quite seem to accept it... Ah, but there are patterns even more 
troublesome than that." 

"What?" 

"People who don't speak." 


"Just means there's nothing to do if they use their right to remain silent. 
My uncle also said so. Silence is gold." 

I see. Certainly, if they don't speak, both lies and doubts mean nothing. So 
Fuyako-san's skill didn't work on someone on Byouinzaka-senpai's level. 
That made me think, did Fuyako-san know of Byouinzaka-senpai beyond the 
rumors? She never brought her up during our conversations... 

Silence is gold. 

That said, Byouinzaka-senpai was a pawn. 

"What would Fuyako-san be... I wonder." 

"Mm? For what?" 

"It's just, if you were to compare yourself to a shogi piece, which one 
would you be? By the way, Gakemura-senpai is the gold general, Rori-senpai 
is the silver general, and Kogu-nee the knight." 

"Mmm, hmmm... Kogushi-san the knight? She took... a great piece. Even 
though I like the knight... too. Hmm... with that lineup... I would be the lance, 
wouldn't I?" 

"Hmm." 

A spear piercing through the opponent in a straight line — the lance. 

She certainly had that image. 

However, the knight, silver general, pawn, and lance... I only thought of it 
on the spot, but we had quite the diversity of pieces. At this rate, I might 
someday really encounter someone who is both the rook and bishop. Then we 
could play human shogi. No, if I wanted to, I would need an opponent... 
However, a rook and bishop, what kind of person could that be? If even Rori- 
senpai wasn't a rook, then— 

"So, what did you want?" 

We returned to the main point. 

No, we hadn't progressed even one bit into it though. 

"Err." 

Creating the mood. For starters, praising her and making her feel 


receptive I guess... Should I praise her trademark ponytail? They say hair is a 


girl's life. No, hold on, if I praise her appearance weirdly, she might think I 
fell for her looks. As a person, I want her to think I was attracted by her 
personality. 

"Fuyako-san, you seem smart." 

"What?" 

You seem like someone who would create a five-story tower out of five 
yen coins." 

"Is that the criteria to be smart?" 

This kind of fun stuff should be done by everyone, Fuyako-san added. 

I went in further. 

"No, really, seriously speaking, I feel an intellect above that of a normal 
person coming from you on a daily basis. I even think you possess a hundred 
people's worth of intellect." 

"That's more of an insult to yourself than a praise for me..." 

"Tf you were at ten then my intellect would be zero." 

"Zero, really...2" 

Then wouldn't I be at zero too? Fuyako-san asked in a fed up tone. It didn't 
seem like I’d moved her heart. In reality, Fuyako-san had far better grades 
than I (otherwise, she probably couldn't have entered the student council), 
but smart people aren't really happy when praised for being smart. 

"IT mean, doubt. You're not actually thinking that, are you?" 

"Mubh..." 

It's a pain when flattery (?) doesn't work. 

Ah, right. Let's go with that technique I often see used in manga. The 
suspension bridge effect. The one where, if one confesses on a suspension 
bridge, their success rate goes up... Let's try putting to the test the classic 
misunderstanding of mistaking palpitations from fear for love. 

"Err, you see, Fuyako-san, you shared your bento with me today, didn't 
you?" 

"Mm? Aah, now that you remind me." 


"T'm thinking of thanking you for that." 


This one threaded the line between lie and truth, but Fuyako-san didn't 
say ''Doubt." Since I had the feeling of wanting to show my gratitude, she 
couldn't conclude it was a lie. This was an exceedingly dangerous and line- 
threading conversation. 

"Hmm. How upright. It's fine, I'll take anything as thanks. What will you 
give me?" 

What a pragmatic girl. 

Why did I have to confess to such a girl? 

I felt like executing a heartless punishment game. 

"T'll take you to a nice place. Come with me." 

While making sure my words wouldn't come out as lies, I invited Fuyako- 
san by leaving the classroom. She followed with slow steps after me, without 
showing much doubt or asking for the destination. "With slow steps" might 
lead to a misunderstanding, but that was because, practically speaking, she 
was taller than me. I wasn't on the tall side for a boy, and Fuyako-san had 
always been receiving invitations from the volleyball club. Well, however, it 
wasn't out of the norm for a first year middle-schooler. Our growth period 
was yet to come, and I had hopes of growing taller by the day. 

"The bento." 

"Mme" 

"After classes, Kogu-nee delivered it to me." 

"_..After classes." 

"But I'm happy she delivered it in the first place... it's just her 
airheadedness as usual." 

"Isn't it rotten?" 

"We're not in summer so it's fine." 

Plus, I bore the responsibility of having forgotten it on purpose, so even if 
its state had deteriorated somewhat, I couldn't possibly not eat it. 

"Kogu-nee went out of her way to deliver it to me. And as they say, even 
rotten, it's still a sea bream." 


"It's no longer one if it's rotten." 


Fuyako-san threw a rock at our predecessors' knowledge. 

By the way, the destination I had in mind was the clock tower. The clock 
tower, whose minute hand had stopped, leaving only the hour hand spinning 
in loneliness—the tower which could be said to have lost its raison d'étre. I 
had the plan, no, the idea of bringing Fuyako-san up there. And not just stop 
there—I would teach her the route that only a limited number of students, 
teachers or even anyone related to Kazusaen Academy knew. 

No girl wouldn't flutter to that. 

I was sure. 

The clock tower was half-fused with an auditorium. I didn't aim for the 
tower's exterior, but first went to the auditorium and entered the room on 
the side of the stage. This auditorium was only used for morning calls or 
gatherings, so it was deserted after classes. I was able to act composedly. 

"Why did you bring me here?" 

As expected, she started to have some concerns, she finally questioned me. 
I didn't want to raise her caution too much, so I answered with the line I’d 
prepared beforehand. It surely wouldn't frighten Fuyako-san. 

"The roof of the clock tower." 

"Eh? What?" 

"TI said, the roof of that tower. You never thought of going up there? It's 
the highest place of this academy, you know." 

"..Can we?" 

"So it turns out." 

As expected, far from frightening her, I managed to stir Fuyako-san's 
interest. Her eyes were blatantly sparkling. I could even seem to hear the 
onomatopoeia "sparkling" from her. 

"Heeh. I had no idea." 

"But it's a secret. It's not like there's a sign forbidding the entrance, but 
it's probably because it's evident. Err..." 

The small room of the auditorium was, frankly said, used as a storage 


room. Anything bothersome, unnecessary, or unused found itself 


haphazardly thrown in there. You could find nets, ropes, cords, so one must 
advance prudently as to not find themselves falling and getting injured. I 
nonchalantly opened a box set (abandoned) in a corner, and removed the key 
that was cellophane taped to the lids' bottom. It kind of felt like the hiding 
spot for one's house keys. However, I was glad the hiding spot hadn't been 
changed. That said, it had been some time since I’d last gone up there too... 

"A key?" 

"Yup. And it opens that door." 

"Mmm? That door..." 

I pointed at the metal door positioned on the other side of the room, and 
Fuyako-san tilted her head. 

"That wasn't a door to the outside?" 

"That's indeed how it is for the room on the other side of the stage... But 
this one leads to the clock tower. It's not really a hidden door per se though..." 

Rather, it must be a desperate measure. There must have been some 
inconveniences when transferring it from Europe. I unlocked that door with 
the key and proceeded inside. Fuyako-san quickly followed after me. The air 
was cool. To the point of feeling a little cold even through my gakuran. I 
closed the door and locked it from the inside. 

"_..Why did you lock it?" 

"Just as a precaution. Imagine if we left it open and someone were to 
discover it. It's a secret playing ground." 

"A secret playing ground... For who?" 

"The ufology club." 

"...Of course." 

Fuyako-san hung her head, as if she’d already expected the answer. 

"Apparently it's some secret spot transmitted for generations in the 
ufology club. Gakemura-senpai feels like a regular here." 


"But, Kushinaka, you're not part of it, right?" 


"Well, that's true... It was in May, I think? Kogu-nee showed me this place 
to cheer me up from my May blues, and made me promise to not tell anyone 
about it." 

"But aren't you doing that right now?" 

"Yes. So please keep it a secret." 

Because I'll get yelled at, I said. 

Fuyako-san shrugged her shoulders. 

"That's quite a thing to ask of an active student council member. Could 
you not involve me too much with things concerning Kogushi-san... I'm not 
trying to badmouth your big sister, but I'm bad with her." 

"T know." 

"Isn't she too prudish, that person? And despite that, she has a strong 
hold on Gakemura-senpai and Douno-senpai. What do you think about that, 
as her little brother?" 

"T'm a siscon, you see." 

Not in a weird sense. 

If you're talking about being held, then I'm the most held in place by 
Kogu-nee. 

"But Fuyako-san, I think you have the potential to become prudish too." 

"Eeeh? Really?" 

"For starters, you can try finishing your sentences with '-zamasu'™."' 

"Not that kind of prudishness." 

"And try laughing like 'Hohoho.'"' 
"Mim... Well, if it's that much." 
Cough, she cleared her throat, then, 
"HO— HO— HO—!" 
ane 
It sounded like Santa Claus. 


"What are you making me do?" complained Fuyako-san. 


'! Reference to lyami's way of speaking (from Osomatsu-san). 


I didn't tell her to pretend to be doing it. 

"T mean, I'm not really envious of her prudishness. It's like, you know..." 

"Indeed, you and Kogu-nee don't go well together. I sincerely think so." 

"Well, if you eat poison, you might as well eat the entire plate... By the way, 
are there no lights?" 

"There is a switch, but it's broken." 

"This tower is in shambles huh." 

"Because it's not necessary." 

To the point where they did nothing about the problem with the minute 
hand for half a year. They might even take it apart sooner or later, but 
wouldn't the costs for that be a waste...? 

"Well, it's pretty dim, but it's not like we can't see... So? Can we just climb 
these stairs?" 

Fuyako-san pointed at a spiral staircase near the entrance. Well, the tower 
only had these stairs, so she didn't need to ask, but I couldn't have her take 
the lead away. 

I said, 

"No, we can't." 

"Doubt." 

ee 

"It's dim but I can still at least see your face." 

Saying that, Fuyako-san started climbing the stairs. Well, I'm at fault for 
telling an obvious lie, but I feel like Fuyako-san's words suggested something. 
I can at least see your face. Putting that the other way, if she cannot see 
someone's face, she cannot tell if they are lying. I see... Of course. Otherwise, 
she would have perfect grades in true/false exams... Naturally, she probably 
can deduce to a certain degree from the tone and way of speaking, but the 
most important factor was the motion present in that person's face, and their 
behavior. So, in the same way, as it doesn't work for silent people, I guess 


Fuyako-san's skill didn't work for expressionless people. Then talking by 


phone, mails, or simply with my back turned increased the probability of my 
lies going through... 

Hmm. There were surprisingly many restrictions. Then, as she said, it 
might not have been that useful of a skill. 

"The tower's interior isn't that narrow, huh. I once visited the inside of a 
lighthouse and... it felt somewhat like this." 

"It's definitely not as much as you would think from the outside. They 
seem to have piled up many layers of bricks... it feels like they prioritized 
solidity over functionality. Probably anecessity of the time it was constructed 
in." 

"Ah. The stairs end." 

"It's a ladder from here." 

Having finished climbing the spiral staircase, there was a little room... 
Well, not enough to call it that, but we arrived on the second interior floor. It 
was right behind the clock. But this room didn't have any gears or machine- 
like aspects. It seemed like all of that stuff was confined among the layers of 
brick making up this tower. Therefore, if one were to try repairing the frozen 
minute hand, they would have to do it from the outside. Quite a bother. It 
makes the school's decision of delaying the repairs understandable... No, in 
the first place how many people in this academy were aware of this clock 
tower's structure? 

Fuyako-san discovered the ladder buried in the bricks of a wall among this 
dimness. 

"So we climb that?" 

"Yes. Once we do that, we’ll be on the rooftop. The exit is sealed by an iron 
lid like in a manhole, but it's not locked." 

"Okaaay. ...Can I go first?" 

That came a little late. 

However, I answered with a smile. 

"Go ahead, please. Ladies first." 


"Heeh. I didn't know you were so kind, Kushinaka." 


"T'm half-made of Bufferin”." 

"So one quarter of kindness..." 

"But it works on colds." 

"Only half, yeah." 

Fuyako-san wasn't so narrow minded as to say doubt for each little 
interaction of the sort. Well, if you say it's fine, I'm going there first then, 
said Fuyako-san as she started climbing without hesitation. 

Kukukuh, I got her! 

Her guard was down! 

I followed in the ladder shaft after her, with a malicious smile. 

" ..What!?" 

Fuyako-san noticed after having climbed half of the distance. But it was 
too late. She was exposing the contents of her sailor uniform's skirt to me 
without moderation. 

"T-idiot! Don't look!" 

However, she couldn't hide it! 

Even Fuyako-san, who wasn't afraid of much, couldn't radically change 
her posture on a ladder she wasn't used to! 

Click, tss. 

Click, tss. 

Click, tss. 

"Eh, I can't see under me from this posture, but Kushinaka, what kind of 
sound is that! ?" 

"The shutter of my phone's camera. Is there a problem?" 

"Are you photographing your friend's panties! ?" 

"The purpose of videos, computers, and the internet's development 
cannot be detached from eros. In the same way, cellphones are..." 

"The development of phones has nothing to do with eros!" 


She started sounding boyish. 


'2 Bufferin is a brand of aspirin with the slogan “Half-made of kindness.” 


But her panties were that of a girl. 

"Stop it, stop it, stop it! Please refrain from using your phone near a girl's 
skirt!" 

"T turned off my manners along with the power." 

"That's a nice slogan!" 

As we were talking like idiots, we finished climbing the ladder. The metal 
lid covering the exit was heavy, but not on the level that a girl's arms wouldn't 
be able to lift it. Furthermore, it was Fuyako-san we were talking about. 
Following her, I exited to the outside world. In the first place, this ladder 
wasn't meant for admiring the view, nor was the roof. The word "roof" gave 
the impression of a wide open space, but that wasn't the case. It was already 
pretty full with only two people up there. No matter what, the capacity was 
capped at around four people. 

"So how do you like the view?" 

"Erase the pictures you took right now." 

"Ehhh." 

Is she going to drag that for long? 

Well, of course she would. 

"If you don't erase it right now, we're done!" 
"Kuh... done, huh." 

What a natural exchange for the first years we were. 

Making light of human relationships. 

"T'm serious, you know! It's the perfect chance to break off with an idiot 
like Kushinaka! If I part with you, I'll be in part-fect form!" 

Seeing she had the leeway of making puns not even reaching the level of 
wordplay, I couldn't see her being that serious. 

But her anger seemed genuine. 

"Your face isn't in the shot, so what's wrong with it?! It's not like any 
picture taken in this darkness could come out decent in the first place!" 

I pretended to be angry at her. 


Our everyday lives need some stimulus. 


"Doubt! You used the flash, didn't you?!" 

"Kuh... having you as an enemy, I understand for the first time how 
frightening your skill is...!" 

"If you don't erase it quickly, I'll spread the rumor that Kushinaka is a big 
pervert among all girls of the school! No, I won't stop there, I'll announce 
your deeds vocally during the opening ceremony of the sports day." 

"So you're only going to spread rumors! ?" 

Kazusaen Academy was composed of three buildings: north, south, and 
east. All of those were three stories high, with this clock tower being one story 
higher than all of them. In short, about ten meters above the ground? Around 
that. Arguing audibly there took quite some courage. Also, since I was 
planning on confessing (I just remembered), it seemed to be in my best 
interest to end this conversation quickly and on good terms. 

However, I couldn't bend on simply deleting the pictures. 

"Understood... I have a means to compromise with you, Fuyako-san." 

"Compromise? Let's hear it." 

"T have taken three pictures... You can confirm this isn't a lie?" 

"Fumu." 

"In exchange for Fuyako-san saying a moe line, I shall erase one of them." 

"What a dumb deal." 

Fuyako-san held her head, appearing to be greatly bothered. 

Then, a few seconds later. 

"If you're going to take pictures, say it beforehand... I would have worn 
cuter ones." 

"Moe!" 

Complete deletion decided! 

I can’t bother erasing them one by one! 

The line itself was powerful enough, but combined with the gap moe of 
the usually strong-willed Fuyako-san, it made my body move faster than my 
head, leading me to delete all three pictures at once from my data file. 

Something like that. 


"Here. Please check." 

"Mm..." 

After hesitating about what to do with the phone I offered to her, she 
ultimately didn't accept it. 

"I'm bad at touching other people's phones." 

"Is that so?" 

"I'm not a fan of delving into people's privacy." 

"Hmm..." 

How serious. 

Well, it was fine. 

It partly meant she was trusting me. 

"No need for trust." 

She laughed lightly. 

"Everything up to now was part of the game, wasn't it?" 

"Of course it was." 

I nodded. 

Well, in about a year, we wouldn't be able to take part in this kind of game, 
though. We were still kids with some leeway. 

Thirteen years old. 

No, Fuyako-san was born early in the year, so twelve for her. 

Togishima Fuyako (first year - 12 years old). 

"However, boys... really are idiots." 

"T will receive that criticism lightly." 

"Receive it seriously!" 

"Then, for the compromise's sake, I shall receive it with difficulty... 
However, Fuyako-san. Not really to continue my earlier statement, but one 
shouldn't make fun of the eros. Fuyako-san, do you know of the oppression 
of christianity during the Edo period?" 

"Yes. I learned it in elementary school. Religious oppression is an awful 
story. But religions can provoke wars, so at the time, they thought it couldn't 
be helped..." 


"How serious, but then this conversation would end up enshrouded in a 
dark mood. However, Fuyako-san, changing our perspective would help us 
see a different facet of this episode. Can you name a famous example of that 
christianity oppression?" 

"Well, the major one is the fumi-e®, right?" 

"Yes. However, when trampling on Jesus's representations, the women 
had to lift up their hems, which led to their legs being visible, which is pretty 
moe. The fumi-e spot was apparently quite a festive place." 

"You liar!" 

Fuyako-san retorted instinctively. 

However, this was sadly the truth. 

Being able to detect lies, she must have immediately understood that, 
making her lament, ''Ughh..." 

"Men are really idiots..." 

She whispered so. 

Well, she was right. 

I couldn’t even start to feel like denying it. 

"On that note, it's a nice view, isn't it?" 

"Certainly." 

The highest spot of the academy. 

And, since the academy was also built on a plateau, it was pretty much the 
highest place of the city. We could admire the whole academy, and the whole 
city. With time being what it was, by the time we came out, the sky would be 
completely dark — and the first star fully visible. 

It was quite a nice situation. 

"Aah, but you’d better refrain from standing up." 

I cautioned Fuyako-san while closing the lid through which we came in. 

"You would be at an angle where you would be seen from the ground." 


"Eh... my panties would?" 
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"No." 

Get over the panties already. 

"Your head. You should keep a low stance. It would spell big trouble if we 
were caught. Like big trouble, or a big deal, for example..." 

In order to show it in acomprehensible way to Fuyako-san, I put my own 
body on the line by standing in the middle of this narrow roof, spreading my 
arms as much as possible and puffing out my chest, 

"Fuhahahahahahaha! I now rule this academy! You peasants, bow before 
me if you value your lives!" 

I screamed that, then promptly crouched down. 

Then, with a solemn expression, told Fuyako-san, 

"If we get caught doing something of the sort, we'll probably be expelled." 

"Why did you have to put yourself on the line so much..." 

"If we crouch like this, we should be okay—probably. It's fine with 
Gakemura-senpai's stature, so we should be fine." 

Needless to say for me, but if we were to compare Fuyako-san's height 
with Gakemura-senpai's, she would seem to be average. 

"Fumu." 

It seemed she had some resistance against crouching with a skirt, but as 
expected ofa girl, she tooka pose skillfully hiding her skirt behind her knees. 

"Heeh. But, this is a nice place." 

Fuyako-san said so while looking at our surroundings. 

"Nice. My eyes are good, so I like gazing at the scenery like that. It feels 
even too good for only having shared my bento." 

"That's an honor. Hearing that makes it worth having broken the taboo by 
inviting you to this place." 

... However, from what I could see, it didn't seem the suspension bridge 
effect worked on Fuyako-san at all. I wonder why that was? She simply 
seemed to enjoy the high place and nice scenery. No signs of being scared. 
And for myself, who hadn't gone up here for a while, even though I appeared 


composed, I was still on the edge inside... At this rate, I would be the one 


falling for Fuyako-san. What was I doing, getting caught up in my own 
suspension bridge effect? 

"But it's a bit dangerous." 

I got startled for a moment at that line, which seemed to have seen right 
through me (even if she could see through my lies, she couldn’t read my 
mind), but Fuyako-san continued. 

"Normally, wouldn't they build fences? Like this, we’d fall by slipping up 
alittle." 

"That's not why this roof was built to begin with. Then they wouldn't have 
made fences but a triangular roof or something with a more fashionable 
design." 

"Then, why was it?" 

"Long ago, there was a weather vane." 

I told Fuyako-san what I’d heard myself. 

"You can see ahole to plant a pole around there, no?" 

I pointed at the middle of the roof. There was a small hole wedged in a gap 
between the bricks. Looking carefully, there was a helix engraved on the 
inside, like something you would find on nuts. 

"There was a weather vane there. It seems this entrance to the roof was 
made in order to handle that vane." 

"Heeh. So, where did it go?" 

"It was apparently lost during the transport to Japan." 

"Hmm." 

Despite being the one to bring it up, it seems she wasn't really interested 
in the subject, so she closed the conversation with a simple "Hmm." 

Though there was a continuation to it. 

When this clock tower was still in Europe, the weather vane was used as a 
pillar to attach a rope, which hung from the rooftop and served to manage the 
clock's hands... That's how that story went. In other words, the vane wasn't 
merely to indicate the direction of the wind, but also served as a hook for 


ropes. 


Anyway, the fact that, even now without the vane, this tower, which 
wasn't managed or maintained and had its minute hand stopped, was able to 
still indicate an accurate time really showed the true quality of the clock. 

"You know, when I heard of the clock tower, I thought it would be tight 
spaces filled to the brim with gears and such." 

"T did too before. But, thinking about it, just moving two hands doesn't 
require that much machinery, does it? It's just big, but the fundamentals are 
the same as for a watch." 

I told Fuyako-san that the gears were buried between the bricks, to which 
she just simply reacted to with '"Heeh." 

... Then stop bringing up subjects you don't care about. 

However, I shared her feelings in not caring—talks about a clock tower 
with a history and a pedigree didn't click with me. 

I only invited Fuyako- san to this spot in order to confess to her (I had once 
again forgotten). 

However, if the suspension bridge effect didn't work (that reminded me, 
Fuyako-san said she loved things like roller coasters and free falls), then 
what should I do? And I'm late on that too, but I feel like that suspension 
bridge thing or whatever was pretty unfair. 

Flattery didn't even work. 

Should I just say something cool-sounding? 

"Fuyako-san... I like the sunset." 

I said so, while thinking about the sun that had already set beyond the 
western sky. 

"Eh? Why? Because it makes the shadows look longer?" 

"Guh...!" 

This girl. 

She showed a level of airheadedness rivaling Kogu-nee. 

"This airhead is without a dou-..." 

"A wizard?" 


"Haah..." 


Right. I guess trying to look cool was useless. Then I shall give up on the 
small tricks, and honestly confess real quick and end it real quick. 

At the very moment I was thinking of going for it, 

"But yeah, it's nice." 

Fuyako-san said so. 

"Changing your perspective that way is necessary. After all." 

"T told you I was stuck on some work for the council student, didn't I? I 
feel like all those worries flew away. When I'm in school, I can only see things 
inside the school, right? But the world isn't only about school. Looking at it 
that way—I really get that." 

That's—similar to what I’d told Kogu-nee in the library. And that was 
unexpected. For Byouinzaka-senpai, it would have been within expectations, 
but to see Fuyako-san thinking in the same way as me... 

"Especially our school, it's enclosed by tall walls, isn't it? It makes it 
unnecessarily hard to see the outside." 

Enclosed. 

That overlapped with the image I’d thought of. 

"But, looking at it like that, there are plenty of colors on the other side of 
those walls too—this school makes me realize how small the world really is. 
I might be stuck with the sports day's preparations, but why does that really 
matter?" 

HO— HO— HO-—, Fuyako-san laughed elegantly, like Santa Claus. 

When Kogu-nee took me here in May, was she trying to teach me the same 
thing? No, I couldn't imagine the airheaded Kogu-nee planning things so far 
ahead. In the first place, the ufology club was a place to say things like ''Gentla 
gentla" and try to make contact with unreachable aliens. The feelings 
Fuyako-san and I had were completely different from this place's original use. 

"... There was a time when I thought there was nothing outside of school." 

"Eh? That was in May?" 


"No, it was back in elementary school." 


"Heeh. What kind of student were you?" 

"The bullied kind." 

"Doubt." 

Fuyako-san said it straight. 

"Don't tell unpleasant lies." 

"Ebh... No, but it's true that I stood out in class..." 

"Doesn't change much from now, does it?" 

"Well, yeah." 

To be honest, I was considered a candidate for the Great First Year Weirdos. 
If I tried, in the future, I might have been able to rival Kogu-nee, Gakemura- 
senpai, Rori-senpai, or Byouinzaka-senpai... though it was pretty dubious. 

By the way, Fuyako-san wasn't one of the candidates. 

She was a normal person. 

However, that normal girl said something similar to me—Were the 
ufology seniors and I a bad influence? 

No, to begin with, I think Fuyako-san has the potential. 

"'There was nothing outside of school', what do you mean?" 

"As I said—that, outside of school, there was no world. That all the time I 
spent at home was a dream —like an illusion, that everything started when I 
commuted to school and ended when I came back from it." 

"T can somewhat see it. Of course, going so far is a logical extreme, but our 
lives essentially revolve around school—it's the same for kids going to cram 
school. But I'm sure we’ll say the contrary by the time we become adults. That 
the time spent at school felt like a dream, like an illusion." 

"We might." 

"Tf it's adream, we need to enjoy it at least." 

Suddenly. 

I lowered my gaze and saw the silhouette of a student leaving school 
precisely at that time. There shouldn't have been many students left in the 
grounds at this hour—and one of them was already trying to leave. They 


caught my attention because the gakuran they wore was familiar to me. It 


seems Fuyako-san had good sight, but I was proud of mine too. Rather, 
without reading many books, playing many games, or watching much TV, it 
basically doesn't drop much. 

A gakuran. 

But not a male student. 

A girl wearing a gakuran—it was Byouinzaka Meiro. 

It seems her lonely club activities had ended. 

Byouinzaka-senpai turned to us. No, she probably didn't look in my 
direction, she just checked the time on the clock. As expected of someone so 
far away, even if she was Byouinzaka-senpai, I couldn't read the details of 
her facial expression, but even then, I could tell she was making a face along 
the lines of "It's nearly six o'clock." Just, if I could see her, that meant she 
could do the same to us, so we needed to be careful... 

Umm. 

It seemed the fervor behind Fuyako-san's words had dissipated. 

It was time to bet it all. 

"_..Fuyako-san. This is a story I heard from the friend of a friend." 

"What?" 

"It's the story of a college student who invited a girl to the apartment he 
was lodging at. The girl, usually friendly, was seemingly restless on this day 
in particular. Was she tense about entering a boy's room? The college student 
sitting on the bed tilted his head. Doing so, the girl suddenly said she wanted 
to eat ice cream. 'Then let's go buy some at the convenience store later,' the 
student said, but the girl insisted on wanting to eat some right then. Faced 
with the girl in that dreadful state, the student left his room, though with 
some suspicion. The moment he went outside and left the apartment, the girl 
screamed 'Contact the police right now!' When asked why, the girl answered 
while trembling 'Under your bed... is an envoy holding some diplomatic 


message!'" 


"That's Ono no Imoko!" 

With the prelude being so long it's hard to take in, furthermore the gag 
only worked if you had knowledge about the urban legend, but nonetheless, 
Fuyako-san retorted. 

She was a precious friend. 

I lowered my stance further, in order to avoid Byouinzaka-senpai's gaze, 
and moved towards the exit. 

"It’s become quite dark. It's dangerous, so shall we head back?" 

I asked Fuyako-san. 

"Mm? Mmh." 

Fuyako-san looked dissatisfied when nodding. She probably wanted to 
enjoy the scenery some more... I got the feeling, but, even if the probability 
was low, it would have been a pain to encounter the members of the ufology 
club out here. 

The timing for retreating is important. 

"No no, I still have work for the student council left, so I have to go back 
soon though." 

She said while laughing shily. 

"You know, Kushinaka, you brought me here being all suggestive, and you 
were acting weird, so I thought you might try confessing to me. How 
embarrassing." 

Hearing Fuyako-san's words, I closed my mouth, turned my back to her 
while opening the lid, and didn't answer. That was my only choice against her, 
who could see through my lies. But well, either way, I might have been too 
young to live on the path of love, as Kogu-nee had recommended me. 

On that note, today (11th of November)'s diary. 

-Forgot my bento. 


-Was encouraged by Kogu-nee. 
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-Was rejected by Rori-senpai. 

-Got reprimanded by Gakemura-senpai. 

-Was rejected by Byouinzaka-senpai. 

-Missed the chance to confess to Fuyako-san. 

With only that much, it still counted as normal daily life. 


My world was enclosed, as always. 


Then the next day. 

Having passed through the gates, I spotted Rori-senpai's cute silhouette 
from behind. 

"Rori-senpai—" 

I amicably called out to her from behind. Although having only known 
each other for a year, we developed a close relationship through Kogu-nee. 
I'm sure she was able to recognize I was the one to call her from my voice 
alone. Rori-senpai didn't turn back. 

Mmh. 

Alright, let's play the role of the stupid junior. 

"Good morning Rori-senpai. What nice weather today, Rori-senpai. 
However, Rori-senpai, it's starting to get cold. Rori-senpai, we will soon 
need to start wearing a coat. Rori-senpai, I'm sure Rori-senpai in a coat is 
wonderful, Rori- senpai~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ : 

Having finished with Kogu-nee's infamous using sound prolongation like 
characters in light novels, Rori-senpai finally turned her heels towards me 
with so much momentum I thought her soles might dig into the asphalt, then 
started walking back along the path she came from. What, no need to go out 
of your way to come near me, I would join you as long as you stopped. 
Ignoring that the front gate of Kazusaen Academy was pretty much filled by 
that time and the gazes from the people around, she went against the current. 
As expected of the person I fell for: Rori-senpai. 

As I was impressed like that, 

"Call me Rori-senpai even more!" 

I was yelled at. 

It was the birth of a duo between the stupid junior and his twisted senior. 

..Actually. 


"Huh...¢ Perhaps, Rori-senpai, do you not like being called Rori-senpai?" 


"There's no way I would! Rather I love it! The username I use online is 
already 'Rori-senpai'!" 

It looked like she hated it. 

So that's how it was. However, it was a little late... for the six months we've 
known each other, even after I learned her real name, I continued to call her 
this way. Maybe that was one of the reasons she came to hate it? Looking as 
if she’d finally said something she wanted to say (not like she actually said it 
though), Rori-senpai started breathing strongly enough to move her 
shoulders up and down to calm down. No, perhaps she was showing her anger 
with her shoulders? In the same as what happened yesterday in the library 
with Kogu-nee, Rori-senpai's behavior, being one of the Three Great 
Weirdos, was cryptic and unpredictable, so the students commuting had left 
a big empty space on their paths to the school buildings, avoiding the two 
people who stopped to converse (what an idyllic ambiance). 

... However, although it might have been unavoidable to some degree, if 
the weirdo treatment continued to scale up like this, it would eventually feel 
like bullying. Gakemura-senpai's case was somewhat different, but 
unexpectedly, Kogu-nee and Rori-senpai might end up like Byouinzaka- 
senpai and her Silent Clearing Order. But, even so, Rori-senpai's case was still 
a little particular. 

Because no matter how you thought about it, she brought it all on herself. 

"Got it? Then Choushi-kun, from now on, continue to call me Rori-senpai. 
I won't forgive you if you call me any other way." 

That said, at this point, I feel like she was more of a simple tsundere than 
an inhabitant of the liar village. 

"Yes, understood! I will continue to call you Rori-senpai from now on!" 

"...T-thank you... I'm glad." 

I was thanked with a tense face. 

With this flow, I feel like even if I suddenly fondled her chest, she would 


forgive me orally. She might even superficially thank me, but no matter what, 


that would be going overboard. If I were to do that, I would suffer from 
Gakemura-senpai's revenge. 

"Rori-senpai, let's walk together to the buildings." 

"Sorry, I have to go pick some flowers inside the academy now. A friend 
got into a traffic accident, so I am picking up flowers to visit her." 

Saying that, she made a 180° turn and returned on her original route. I 
ignored her words and adjusted my pace to hers (there was no real need to, as 
in the first place, our walking pace was about the same), and walked next to 
her. I enjoyed feeling like an imaginary couple. I was delusional. The first and 
third years went to the same building. 

Still, I thought about it again during my conversation with Fuyako-san 
yesterday, but why did Rori-senpai decide to always lie? 

I guess I should ask. 

"Rori-senpai, why do you only tell lies?" 

"T was cursed by an evil witch when I was a kid. If I ever tell the truth, even 
once, I will turn into a mouse." 

"Haah." 

That was a waste of time. 

Why did I even ask? 

Feeling fed up with myself, I looked up at the sky—there. 

"Huh..." 

My walking pace I had adjusted to match Rori-senpai suddenly stopped. 
The twisted senior being ignored by her stupid junior didn't notice I froze 
when looking at the sky, and continued to advance without a care —I grabbed 
the hem of Rori-senpai’s skirt and stopped her. 

"Why my skirt, normally you would grab my shirt or... Or, nothing, my 
skirt was a good choice..." 

Even when retorting on pure reflex, she stayed faithful to her character 
until the end. 

However, although I was the one to provoke it, it wasn't the time to get 


fired up at her reaction—at least to me. 


"Rori-senpai... the clock is moving." 

Mo Ehie” 

Being told that—Rori-senpai shifted her gaze to the clock tower. There, 
the minute hand of the clock tower situated in Kazusaen Academy, which 
should have been frozen—was moving, along with the hour hand. 

They didn’t notice it. 

Nobody noticed it. 

The clock, which had become broken half a year ago and hadn't been 
repaired since—at this point, no students were looking at it, and no one 
noticed. It might sound obvious, but if they could just check their phones for 
the time, that was well sufficient. 

However—lI, and the ufology club members, hada different attachment to 
that clock tower compared to normal. 

It made me foresee—an abnormality breaking my everyday life. 

"_..Shall we go?" 

"T will after classes. I'm on duty today." 

Rori-senpai's answer was equivalent to a nod. We didn't head to the 
school building but the auditorium— however, neither of us started running. 
We were feeling cornered, but if we ran, it would be the same as admitting 
it—that we were foreseeing something at this time. 

No, I didn't know how Rori-senpai felt. I didn't know how or why Rori- 
senpai refrained from running and matched her pace with me, whom she 
hated with a passion. However—I hada single premonition firmly residing in 
my mind. 

"_,.Rori-senpai."' 

Mea 

"Hey, Rori-senpai—" 

Rori-senpai didn't respond to my calls. The auditorium had a crowd of 
students before it. It seemed I was in the wrong, and many students had 
noticed the supposedly forever frozen minute hand's movement —I wasn't 


optimistic enough to think that way. The people gathered there didn't have 


the clock in their head. As a proof of that, not one of them was looking up — 
their gazes were focused not on the tower's clock, but at its base. 

What? What was there to see? 

However, it was hard for someone of my stature to butt into the big crowd 
gathered there. I tried to run and jump, but because of the same reason, my 
height didn't allow me to see past the crows. Rori-senpai was in the same 
situation. It seemed even one of the third year Three Great Weirdos didn't 
matter in this situation. Shit. Then should I ask people around here —no, if I 
went to the south building and looked down from the second or third floor— 

Tap. 

A hand was laid on my shoulder like that. 

Looking back, the one there was none other than — Byouinzaka Meiro- 
senpai. Bob cut and gakuran, a crossdresser from second year. Right, this 
person—was one of the few people at this academy that actually checked the 
time on the clock tower. She did yesterday too, when leaving school. She was 
looking at the same sky as I— 

Leave it to me. 

Sending a glance including those words to me, Byouinzaka-senpai tooka 
step—suddenly, the wall of people split in half. It was like an ocean divided 
by a single word from a saint the Kazusaen students split in two and created 
a path for her. 

As expected of the One Great Weirdo, the Silent Clearing Order. 

She was hated out of the norm. 

Looking back, Rori-senpai too had moved a few meters away. Even among 
Great Weirdos, Rori-senpai and Byouinzaka-senpai were on totally different 
levels. However, seemingly not paying any mind to her surroundings' 
reaction, Byouinzaka-senpai raised her jaw as if telling me ''Look.'' However, 
I had no need to take the path Byouinzaka-senpai put her body on the line to 
create. 


Or should I say, I didn't need to walk up there. 


We were together for the 13 years I was alive for. There's no way I would 
mistake her for anyone else, even from this distance. On the other side of the 
newly created path—under the clock tower, my sister, Kushinaka Kogushi, 


had turned into a suicide jumper's corpse, as if straight out of a mystery novel. 


In what way was Kogu-nee's body crushed in what way was Kogu-nee's 
skull smashed in what way had Kogu-nee's eyeballs flown out at what angle 
had Kogu-nee's neck bent in what way had Kogu-nee's bones pierced 
through her skin in what way was Kogu-nee's blood flowing in what way 
Kogu-nee's whole body had lost any trace of her former self, I don't want to 
describe. 

No, you could even say I didn't remember anymore. In what way was 
Kogu-nee's body crushed in what way was Kogu-nee's skull smashed in what 
way had Kogu-nee's eyeballs flew out in what angle had Kogu-nee's neck 
bent in what way had Kogu-nee's bones all over the place pierced through her 
skin in what way was Kogu-nee's blood flowing in what way Kogu-nee's 
whole body had lost any trace of her former self, I did not know. 

I did not know. 

My memory had vanished. 

On the eleventh of November, after I saw Kogu-nee's body after the fall, 
the body which had become an exhibition to everyone under the clock tower 
near the auditorium—my memory was cut off at that point. If I remember 
correctly, Byouinzaka-senpai said something to me... That was probably my 
imagination. But I certainly felt like she did something to me. If I were to 
logically arrange the pieces, I think my homeroom teacher sent me home by 
force. What happened to Rori-senpai? She, who thought of Kogu-nee as her 
sister (maybe even more than me, her actual brother) must have seen Kogu- 
nee's corpse too. Was she able to maintain her residency at the liar village? Or 
was it not the time to be concerned about that? I had no idea. I didn't 
remember. —I didn't know. 

My memory finally got rewired to my brain on the eighteenth of 


November—exactly one week after having seen Kogu-nee's corpse, after 


classes ended. That week felt like some interference noise. Kogu-nee's wake® 
and funeral must have been conducted, but I didn't partake in those—I 
couldn't. I was stuck in bed for the whole week. To be frank, even on the 
eighteenth, when my memory finally came back, although I did say "after 
classes", it's not like I went to school on that day. I was going to spend that 
entire day in bed too—at least I thought so. 

But, then, I received a certain mail. I had received mails from Fuyako-san 
and Kogu-nee's friends during the past week (I apathetically and 
mechanically answered those. I let the answering machine handle the calls), 
but the one I got on the eighteenth, which had been sent during a school break, 
was the first I’d ever received from that person. 

The mail read as follows. 

[((——;)(AA)v(>_<)(T-T)ZC 0 )(#A-A#)CO (ToT) (ToT)(ADA)(>-<)(- 
3 )OA_Aj)CRA_A*)(*_*)(>_<)(A04 )b(-_-})(——}(-_-})] 

Maybe I’d always been waiting for that mail. Right, it wasn’t like anything 
had ended. It was still ongoing. The situation had not been resolved yet — 
what was I doing in bed? If I wanted to sleep, I could have done so after 
everything was over. I immediately replied to the mail, changed from my 
pajamas into a uniform, and snuck out of the house, careful not to be noticed 
around the neighborhood. 

I then passed through the arch serving as the main gate to Kazusaen 
Academy—however, even though it had been a whole week since I’d last 
come, nothing seemed to have changed. Nothing had changed—I even felt 
like everything was frozen. Exactly, not an exaggeration nor a metaphor, as 
if the time from one week ago was directly connected to now—was that really 
a week ago? Wasn't it an instant ago? The delusions I held in elementary 
school vaguely came back to me—the world only existed inside the enclosed 
school, and everything on the outside was like a dream or a mirage— 


everything was included in this limited space. It really was a delusion only an 
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elementary-schooler who knew nothing about the world could’ve had, but at 
least in this moment, it felt realistic. 

I looked up in the same way I had one week earlier and checked the clock. 
The clock tower's clock was... functional, both the hour and minute hand. 

It was pointing at a time of—about half past eight. 

By the way, the current time was 4PM sharp. 

I shrugged and headed towards the music room on the third floor of the 
northern building. If possible, I wanted to be seen as little as possible. 
Especially by the staff. Who knew what they’d tell me. At this point, I didn't 
want anyone talking to me. 

Kogu-nee was—yes, she was a knight. 

Now that the board had lost the knight, an essential piece—thinking 
about it, the actions I would now take were crucial. However, in the end, 
Kogu-nee left this world without being promoted or turning into an adult... 
fifteen years old. I couldn't tell if that was too young or too quick of an age to 
die. 

No sound was leaking out of the music room whatsoever. No CD was being 
played, no instrument was being used. But, even then, there was no way she 
wouldn't have been there. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai. It's me." 

Saying that, I opened the door without waiting for an answer and entered 
the music room. As I thought, Byouinzaka-senpai wasn't holding an 
instrument like usual—but she was sitting on a chair and waiting for me 
there. 

Did you sleep well for a week? 

Byouinzaka-senpai suddenly made that expression, which made my chest 
tighten—lI felt like I was being read like a book. My past week was certainly 
filled with nothing but sleep—I didn't try to do anything else. Did 
Byouinzaka-senpai know that? 


No, there's no way she could have. 


It was probably her usual self-effacement. 

"...You see, Byouinzaka-senpai." 

Skipping the usual rite of waiting for her to allow me to enter the room, I 
closed the door, approached Byouinzaka-senpai, prepared a chair without 
asking for permission, and sat facing her. 

"Ever since I was small, Ishared a room with Kogu-nee, as siblings—well, 
thinking of the number of rooms we have, I couldn't have hoped for a single 
room... so I thought that that would continue until Kogu-nee eventually left 
the house. But now, Kogu-nee is gone—"' 

Byouinzaka-senpai silently listened to me. 

No, she was always silent. 

''We have bunk beds in our room, you see. I wanted to sleep on the top one, 
but Kogu-nee would never let me—you know, because she was a selfish 
airhead." 

From now on, would I always have to talk about Kogu-nee in the past 
tense like that? From now on—for life, for the entire remainder of my life. 

"So it was my first time. I spent the whole of last week sleeping in the top 
bed—sleeping in the spot Kogu-nee had used to sleep in." 

I smiled powerlessly. 

'"—T was able to sleep astoundingly well." 

"That is excellent,'' Byouinzaka-senpai nodded as if to say that. "So, 
Kushinaka-kun, should I interpret this getup as a manifestation of your 
resolve?" She asked me with her gaze. It was embarrassing to have it pointed 
out to me, but it not being pointed out was also embarrassing in its own way, 
so, after a delay, Byouinzaka-senpai decided to bring up my uniform. I was 
calmed down by that. 

Exactly. 

I wasn't wearing a gakuran but a girl's uniform. That is to say, a sailor 
uniform. Sharing a room with my sister, it was easy to obtain, amemento of 
Kogu-nee. Her corpse was discovered wearing it, so naturally her uniform 


was full of blood and unusable. It couldn't even serve as a memento; it must 


have been properly disposed of. Therefore, naturally, the uniform I was 
wearing now was Kogu-nee's spare. Kogu-nee and I had nearly identical 
heights. If I had to say, she was slightly bigger. But not enough to be a 
problem when exchanging uniforms. 

"It's not really to express my resolve. It's just... I thought it would serve to 
motivate me. I'm just copying you, Byouinzaka-senpai." 

Byouinzaka-senpai smiled complacently, as if to say "It's not like I'm 
dressed like this to motivate myself, though." Then, following that smile, she 
silently asked me whether anyone had told me anything on the way here. Was 
that her concern as a senior too? 

"T tried being careful to not be found out by anyone. A few people sent me 
strange gazes outside of school, but that's about it." 

Is that so? Well, I guess that should be right. As expected of Kushinaka- 
kun, I guess. You seem to be able to wear it without much discomfort— 
Byouinzaka-senpai carefully examined me from my toes to the tip of my head, 
as if to say that. 

"It fits you well. Plus, you are siblings, so you look just like Kushinaka- 
senpai,'' she said to me with her expression. 

"Really?" 

"Really. If you want—if you wish for it, Kushinaka-kun, shall I make you 
look even more like your big sister?" Byouinzaka-senpai made a mischievous 
smile as if saying that, stood up, and went around to the back of the chair I 
was sitting on. Before I could resist or refuse, Byouinzaka-senpai started 
toying with my hair. 

Uwaah. Having someone (furthermore, a crossdressing girl) touching my 
hair makes me really stressed... Possibly knowing that I was thinking of 
something stupid of the sort but pretending not to, Byouinzaka-senpai 
combed my hair with her hands. She seemed used to doing it. 

"Here, you’re done,'' Byouinzaka-senpai removed her hands from my 
hair and placed them on my shoulders as if to say that, then returned to her 


chair. I couldn't confirm it myself, but had she made my haircut look like 


Kogu-nee's? That made me somewhat bashful... I didn't have any intention 
of going that far with the crossdressing though. 

Well, it was fine. 

I guessed I should thank her, for starters. 

"Thank you very much, Byouinzaka-senpai." 

Byouinzaka-senpai smiled as if saying "Not at all, I am glad I was able to 
be of use to you." It was a carefree smile devoid of any malice. 

"With this appearance, I might even be able to seduce Rori-senpai." 

"Douno-senpai?" Byouinzaka-senpai tilted her head as if asking back. 

"Yes, you know, because Rori-senpai was in love with Kogu-nee. I mean, 
it's not like I had this kind of ulterior motive... Well, not like it’d go that 
simply, though." 

Rori-senpai—and Gakemura-senpai too, how were they doing? I was 
certainly curious about Fuyako-san too—it seemed she wasn't fond of Kogu- 
nee, but it's not like they were strangers—plus... 

Plus. 

"A lot happened this past week.'"' Byouinzaka-senpai sighed as if to say 
that. While you were busy sleeping—she continued with an expression of that 
sort. 

My ears hurt—no, my eyes hurt. 

"The police and media stopped coming by now—but the shock among the 
students still hasn't calmed down. Of course, that goes for the normal 
students, but Gakemura-senpai and Douno-senpai's mental state aren't 
anything certain either." 

Byouinzaka-senpai's face told me that. 

Well, that was so obvious I didn't have to hear it (not like I actually heard 
it though). In my case, my memory skipped such that I wasn’t even sure if 
that week really existed, but the world and society continued to move during 
it. Even the school, which hated letting people in, couldn't forbid the police 


from entering. 


Fuyako-san must have been fine, but Gakemura-senpai and Douno- 
senpai... must have been in a panic. 

I doubt they even came to school. 

"However,'' Byouinzaka-senpai cut in with an expression. "That only 
goes if we don't assume that those two were the ones to kill Kushinaka- 
senpai,'' she followed with a movement of the eyes. 

ers 

At first, I thought of Kogu-nee's death as a suicide. I thought she went up 
the clock tower's roof with some means and jumped off from there—but that 
wasn't the case. Strong vestiges of rope-like marks were found around her 
neck. 

Strangling her. 

And she was— pushed off from the top of the tower. 

In other words, this was a murder incident occuring in an academy—a 
story straight out of a mystery novel. 

"However, set inside an academy... then, among mystery novels, it would 
be like yogurt addiction." 

"T believe you mean 'young adult fiction','" Byouinzaka-senpai retorted 
back with a cold expression. I know I was the one to do it, but that one wasn't 
good... 

By the way, in the past, Kogu-nee had once said "yogurt addiction" when 
trying to say "beetroot and lemon". 

'I'm going to buy some juice. What do you want?! 

'Yogurt addiction!’ 

Even thinking back after all this time, that was a surreal conversation. 

"..Mm?" 

As my thoughts ran deep in remembrance of Kogu-nee, I realized 
Byouinzaka-senpai was still looking at me with cold eyes. Those eyes were 
clearly telling me—"We often hear the expression 'having a face as if having 
swallowed a bitter bug', but in your case, Kushinaka-kun, I guess you have a 


face as if you had tamed a bitter bug. I knew that people are creatures able to 


get accustomed to anything, but it seems you are proficient at domesticating 
too, aren't you?" 

I was considerably hurt by her gaze filled with sarcasm. 

I was a pretty susceptible first year middle-schooler. 

However, Byouinzaka-senpai didn't console my disheartened self, but 
instead amicably winked, as if saying "Then, let's get to the main point." She 
was a Japanese person who could nail winks. I didn't need any consolation, 
that wink alone was sufficient to heal my wounds. You could say I wasn't 
much more than a pretty susceptible first year middle-schooler. 

"The main point?" 

"Yes. Although it is as I stated in my mail. However, I am unskilled at 
sending mails, so I fear that my intent wasn't truthfully conveyed." 
Byouinzaka-senpai sent me another wink, probably with that meaning 
included. 

Byouinzaka-senpai's mail. 
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And that intent — 

"T believe I’ve understood it more or less." 

That's why I came here. 

To the school, for the first time in a week, wearing Kogu-nee's uniform. 

However, Byouinzaka-senpai must have been really concerned about the 
mail. This time she sent me its contents through eye signals. 

It was as follows. 

I would like to play at being a detective and find the culprit in the case of 
Kushinaka Kogushi-senpai’s—your sister’s killing. Could you cooperate 
with me, as someone involved with the case? 

Sie 

She didn't put on airs. 


I swear. 


"Byouinzaka-senpai... normally, in this sort of situation, one would 
subtly pass it as ahumanitarian or noble, philosophical idea. Or by saying you 
put yourself in the shoes of your cute junior, or that you’re doing it for my 
sake, things like that. That would have been perfect, but isn't it purely out of 
curiosity?" 

Like a game. 

I said with a strained smile. 

Byouinzaka-senpai didn't look apologetic. 

Byouinzaka-senpai sealed her lips with her index finger, as if to say 
"Sadly, Iam not in a position where I could leave you words of condolence." 

Well, I don't mind. 

I didn't mind the conversation progressing quickly. 

I didn't want to have the weird logic behind "a great detective's raison 
d'étre'" explained to me either. Just thinking of having to go through that 
made me feel fed up—if she wanted to treat it like a game, that didn't bother 
me one bit. But at the same time, I felt like I’d discovered a new side of 
Byouinzaka Meiro, the Silent Clearing Order, that day. 

No, not anew side—still just a fragment of her. 

Even so there was something certain. 

That senior was— outside of the norm. 

Setting aside whether that was on the level of an abnormal everyday life 
or pure abnormality— 

And it was fully conveyed to me. 

... The reason why one would stop commuting to school. 

"Since you showed up to my invitation, should I take that as an indication 
of having accepted to help me?" Byouinzaka-senpai showed me her white 
teeth, as if wanting to ask me that. ''I am not trying to press you, but we are 
short on time. If you refuse, I will have to search for other accomplices." I felt 
like her expression told me that. 


"Short on time? What do you mean by that?" 


"It means we havea time limit, '' Byouinzaka-senpai stuck out her tongue 
as if to say that. 

"A time limit?" 

"If we take our time, the police will surely pin down the culprit," she 
smiled as if to say that. 

Aah, in that sense—I understood. 

For Byouinzaka-senpai, this game came with a time limit —it could even 
be called a quiz, but her personality leaned towards it being a game— 
Byouinzaka-senpai won if we could identify the culprit before the police 
investigation team did. Otherwise, it was game over. It was this kind of game. 

"Since our starting conditions are so far apart, I don’t intend to race with 
the hard working people from the police department—they only serve as a 
clock. Will I be able to solve the case before time is up? It's a game played by 
myself solely in order to test myself." I felt like Byouinzaka-senpai's 
meaningful expression was claiming that. 

Starting conditions—they were effectively different. Firstly, the number 
of people and the amount of information we could gather was worlds apart. 
For the One Great Weirdo for whom a path opened wherever she walked, 
Byouinzaka-senpai, it was no exaggeration to say she had to challenge this 
case all by herself. And in reality, that was probably what she’d done this past 
week. Collecting information from newspapers or rumors spreading inside 
the school—she had been enjoying this game for the past week with this 
much information. 

But, as expected, she ran into her limits. 

So she was trying to get information from me, someone related to the case. 

Among the pieces of information the police hadn't made public —being a 
relative of the victim, I should’ve known a good amount of them. 

Of course, I didn’t know who the culprit was. 

I did not know—who killed Kogu-nee. 

But if she wanted hints—then I might have had some. 


That was my position. 


"However, Byouinzaka-senpai—those conditions assume that the culprit 
will soon be captured by the authorities." 

"They will, yes. This case is most likely a very simple one. An immature, 
primitive—and childish one. Not the kind that would take one or two months 
for adults, and professionals at that, to solve. They might unexpectedly 
already be consolidating their evidence." 

Byouinzaka-senpai responded to my question with that sort of expression. 

"However, for middle-schoolers like ourselves, this problem is surely an 
exceedingly great fit." 

"...Since you thought that far, Byouinzaka-senpai, I guess you have a 
general guess as to what happened?" 

"Just a prediction—however, I’m not certain. I'm sure listening to 
Kushinaka-kun's story will help me gain conviction in regards to the killing 
method—but even then, it's doubtful whether it will allow us to identify the 
culprit. 

There, Byouinzaka-senpai showed a rare face devoid of her usual 
confidence. 

What, was she getting timid? That was a problem in itself. 

Furthermore, she’d hinted at something that piqued my curiosity. 

"The killing method, you say...? Wasn't she strangled and then pushed off 
the clock tower?" 

She wasn’t even sure about that? 

Wouldn't that mean we don't know anything? —is what I was about to say, 
but "Even having said I’m not certain, Kushinaka-kun, I don't think that's 
how it went down," she held me back in place with that sort of face. 

"Why did the tower clock start moving again— You are curious about that 
too, right?" 

It was as if she was telling me that. 

is . 

"Well, I begged for your cooperation in order to demonstrate that," 


Byouinzaka-senpai's gaze indicated. 


And, at the same time, that gaze asked, 

"Now, what will you do?" 

Piers 

Honestly, this development was really favorable to me—since the start, 
I’d thought that the detective role would go to Byouinzaka-senpai or 
Gakemura-senpai, but if I had to choose one, Byouinzaka-senpai seemed 
more reliable. Even deducting her unparalleled perception from the equation, 
now that Kogu-nee was no longer, Gakemura-senpai would probably be 
uncooperative towards me. I was merely "the president's little brother" to 
him, and now that it was no longer the case, I was nothing more than "acrazy 
imposter" in his eyes. 

Even if I provoked him into avenging Kogu-nee, I couldn't imagine him 
taking me up on that—if he were to do it, he would do it alone. 

Plus, it was just as Byouinzaka-senpai said. 

There was the possibility that Gakemura-senpai might have been the 
culprit. 

Because he had—a motive. 

On the other hand, Byouinzaka-senpai had none—she hadn't even met 
Kogu-nee in the first place. To put it the same way as before, for Byouinzaka- 
senpai, Kogu-nee was ''my big sister" and nothing else. Therefore—in the 
end, I was only waiting for a mail from Byouinzaka-senpai. 

That should have been better than approaching the contrarian 
Byouinzaka-senpai on my own. Well, it was unexpected for me that she 
would act with that much interest though... 

I thought she would at most do it out of a vague sense of curiosity, and 
certainly not with as much seriousness as what she was showing. 

And that played in my favor as well, but— 

I wasn't convinced. 

It was good that we were progressing fast, but rushing it was pretty bad. 

That's how I felt. 


Having had my sister killed, I would have to engrave that into my heart, 
but for what we were doing—a game for Byouinzaka-senpai—leisurely 
challenging it would have been the right amount of effort. 

Also, a mischievous part of my heart was looking forward to this situation 
in which I was essential to Byouinzaka-senpai. It might have been somewhat 
indiscreet only a week after Kogu-nee died, but I was basically an idiot. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai... If I were to go along with your detective game, 
would I gain something out of it? I certainly want to know who killed Kogu- 
nee, as her brother, but I don't mind waiting for the police to eventually 
resolve the case. After all, Japan is a constitutional state. I have no need to 
play along with you. I could have come here not to cooperate with you, but to 
scold your arrogant behavior, you know? When requesting something from 
people, you should try behaving with more sincerity and..." 

As I was about to continue talking in a solemn tone, Byouinzaka-senpai 
got off the chair, got on her knees, and was about to press both her hands on 
the floor. 

The attendee number 1 of class 2-Z of Kazusaen Academy, Byouinzaka 
Meiro-senpai, was trying to perform a dogeza before me. 

"No no no no no! It's a joke, a joke, a joke! From the start I was thinking 
Byouinzaka-senpai was the only one fit for the detective role! I was full on 
relying on you! Please allow me to cooperate with you by all means!" 

I rushed and forcefully made her raise her face. Byouinzaka-senpai didn't 
show any particular expression—it was a rare case of her being 
expressionless. 

Was I being teased? 

I didn't get her. 

Well, it didn't matter how serious she was—I didn't care as long as she 
was the real deal. 

"However, Byouinzaka-senpai, if I am to cooperate with you, I have a 
condition I want you to respect, at the very least." 

"What is it?"' She briefly asked with her round pupils. 


I answered. 

"You must absolutely be faster than the police—at finding the culprit. I 
don't care if you think of it as a quiz or a game... but please don't hold back. 
Play with all your might." 

At any rate, the game had started. 

No, the game itself had already started long ago—but I only just resolved 


myself to continue it without a knight and no rook or bishop. 


II 


No matter the abnormal situation, once it settles in, it merely becomes a 
part of normal life—Byouinzaka-senpai had pointed that out to me a week 
ago, but I had never felt it as much as now. 

When I saw Kogu-nee's corpse, I felt like one of my wings had been ripped 
off—and now that a week has passed, that feeling has pretty much calmed 
down. Though it was the result of a conscious effort to calm it down. 

Going from a normal life to an abnormal one—then back to normal. 

That said, it's not like it’s completely reverted back yet —saying that the 
scene of me wearing Kogu-nee's uniform and following Byouinzaka-senpai 
in her long gakuran around the school buildings after school belonged to a 
normal life would be pushing it a little, no, a lot. However, in the same way 
that Byouinzaka-senpai's crossdressing was somehow part of Kazusaen 
Academy's normality, this scene would eventually become part of it too— 

...Well, I didn’t intend to stay dressed like this forever. 

That would be like going back to normal life. 

Having a place to come back to is a good thing. 

However, having thought that far, a question naturally came up—that, 
too, was something Byouinzaka-senpai had told me a week prior, that is, that 
the great detectives in mystery novels are used to seeing people die. Well, 
that's how it works in the world of fiction, but I think it's actually a plausible 
opinion. 

However, I wonder. 

How could Byouinzaka-senpai have been able to conduct herself like she 
was completely used to death after the very first one? 

No matter how excentric she seemed to be, and no matter how genuine 
she was, Byouinzaka-senpai's life experience didn’t even exceed fourteen 
years. She hadn’t had her birthday this year yet, so we should have been of 


the same age, at least in number. 


Ummm. 

She never said anything, so just looking at her back didn't convey 
anything to me... 

I guess hearing about Byouinzaka-senpai's ''game of culprit finding" and 
reading the straightforward mail she sent me, one couldn't help but think of 
her as the embodiment of unscrupulousness. However, even so, one week— 
asking me for hints one week after the incident occurred, would it be 
excessively self-conscious of me to think this was her being (somewhat 
clumsily) considerate towards her junior? 

Taking a look at this facet of the Silent Clearing Order certainly surprised 
me—although I was quite frightened. 

But even so, I couldn't think of her as a bad person. 

If we're talking about evil, Gakemura-senpai is way more fit for the role 
of the villain. 

"Long ago—"! 

I started a conversation in order to probe Byouinzaka-senpai's mind. 

"There was something I was training for." 

Hearing those words, Byouinzaka-senpai looked back at me for a brief 
moment. 

She didn't stop walking. 

Furthermore, despite not being one to concern herself with people's gazes, 
she was walking fast to avoid gathering everyone's attention, perhaps out of 
concern for me, who was crossdressing for the first time. 

The expression she had when turning back asked me "What kind of story 
is that?" 

I answered with "One from long ago," then continued. "From around 
when I was in elementary school. I guess you could say I admired heroes..." 

I recalled my mental state from that time. 

Overflowing with a feeling of omnipotence despite not being able to do 
anything. 


Back during the time—when I just waited. 


"T felt like I needed to save the Earth or something." 

I said. 

"T was forever waiting—for a messenger to come from space, for a voice 
from another dimension to ask for help, to be summoned by an incantation 
from ancient time, for a girl to fall from the sky." 

Byouinzaka-senpai went out of her way to stop moving, turning her whole 
body back toward me and retorted ''That last one is impure." with her 
expression. 

What an upright senior. 

Well, having calmed down, nothing more came of that story. Naturally, no 
messenger came from space, I couldn't hear any voices from other 
dimensions, and there was no summoning due to an ancient incantation. 

Of course, no girl fell from the sky either. 

I wasn't chosen. 

I thought so. 

My tale of not being a chosen one—I'm sure if a book about my life were to 
come out, that would be the sentence written on its belly band. 

And I thought — that I was enclosed. 

That I was in a state of stagnation on this board-like world, from which I 
could never escape for my whole life—I can't escape the Earth and go to space, 
nor can I escape normal life and lead an abnormal one. 

That said, I was an elementary student. 

There was no way I could realistically imagine what the words "my whole 
life'' meant—there was no way I could realize that lives could be killed and 
ended. 

Acrazy imposter. 

What a nice expression, really. 

"By the way, Kushinaka-kun," Byouinzaka-senpai took two or three 
steps back, no longer walking ahead of me but beside me, and asked me with 


a gaze. 


"With the information already shared between the two of us, I have a 
question for you—who do you think the culprit is?" 

"Who... that's... I don't know. That's the reason why I asked you, 
Byouinzaka-senpai, isn't it?" 

Since then, in the music room, I had told Byouinzaka-senpai all the 
information I had concerning the case in the most detailed way Icould muster. 
Of course, I didn't know everything either—after all, the policemen likely had 
information they thought better to hide from the victim's family. Well, 
Byouinzaka-senpai should have been fully aware of that... I told her 
everything I could about what I knew of the case and how Kogu-nee looked 
the day before the incident. She was definitely not a good listener; she didn’t 
react to anything I said, so I really felt like I was talking to myself. But, the 
moment she heard everything, Byouinzaka-senpai told me "Well then, shall 
we go?" through a giant smile on her face and stood up from the chair. 

I asked "Where to?", to which she answered in silence. 

"Needless to say, to the clock tower." 

I had to wonder what kind of things didn't need to be said for her, but I 
would ponder that at a later date. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai, you spoke like you had a deduction about how the 
crime was done, but do you still have no idea about who the culprit is?" 

"That's not the case. I can't deny having said that just earlier, but after 
hearing your story, I was able to shrink down the possibilities pretty far. I 
asked now because I was curious about your opinion. I want to hear the 
emotionally biased opinion of the victim's little brother,'' Byouinzaka- 
senpai directed that kind of expression towards me. 

How straightforward. 

I guess it was wrong to see any kind of consideration in her. 

It's not like I need to forcefully stick a good interpretation on everything. 

"Well, thinking normally, it would be someone related to this school." 


I said. 


Byouinzaka-senpai might have been trying to test me, but I myself also 
wanted to measure her abilities—I was on the lookout for the reactions of the 
girl walking next to me. 

"This school is an insular organization—and most importantly, we're 
enclosed. Outsiders would need a little too much guts to enter this place— 
even more so to start an incident. Inversely, for the people of the school, 
anywhere on the grounds is like their turf —their territory. Putting it another 
way, it’s a territory where it’s easy to start an incident." 

And "people of the school" not only refers to students, but teachers too. 
Of course, the clerks and janitors as well. 

"What more?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai asked once again, still keeping an absolute silence. 

"You can reduce the possibilities even more, can't you?" 

"_..Even if we're talking about territory, the clock tower is a special case — 
not many people can enter it. Since Kogu-nee was pushed off from there, we 
can narrow down the possible culprits to people knowing that the clock tower 
is a building one can enter and reach the roof of, if they so wanted." 

"Normally, one wouldn't know that you can go up to the roof," I specified. 

"Though now that the incident happened, everyone knows about it. By the 
way, Byouinzaka-senpai, did you know beforehand?" 

"No, I didn't. Even I have things I am not aware of," Byouinzaka-senpai 
lightly twisted her lips as a replacement for saying that. 

"If we're talking of territory, then the roof of that tower is the ufology 
club's. Therefore, needless to say, the ufology club's members are suspicious. 
Since the alumnus and alumna are no longer part of the school... that leaves 
us with the two members, once we exclude the president Kogu-nee, 
Gakemura Rouya-senpai and Douno Kurori-senpai."' 

"So you are saying these two are our prime suspects." 


Byouinzaka-senpai smiled that way. 


"No... they are certainly suspects, but not exactly the prime ones. After all, 
it's not like the ufology club members were the only ones to know about the 
clock tower's roof. Firstly, I knew about it." 

Kushinaka Choushi. 

I, aka he—was another suspect. 

"Right? Byouinzaka-senpai." 

Exactly. 

From her position—that of playing a game, she couldn't neglect doubting 
me. If I were to look at it in a shrewd way, investigating me—no, making me 
go along with her detective game could have been an attempt to make me 
show my true colors as the culprit. 

Well, I wasn’t the culprit though. 

"And one more—right before the crime, I told my classmate, Fuyako-san, 
about that spot. Looking at how it occured right after Fuyako-san learned 
about it, I wonder, wouldn’t she be considered the prime suspect here?" 

Fumu. 

"In other words, there are four suspects." 

Byouinzaka-senpai nodded as if to say that. 

In reality, things weren't that simple—reducing the suspects to four here 
was a somewhat forceful way of thinking. Even if that was the ufology club's 
territory and that I was the president's little brother, they told an outsider 
about that spot. Which means we couldn't exclude the possibility of them 
having shown it to other outsiders. Especially considering Kogu-nee's 
airheadedness, that was by no means a low possibility. 

Furthermore, despite all of that, the clock tower was still a school facility. 
Even if it was half abandoned, we could easily imagine a few people on the 
staff side knowing about it. That aspect was probably questioned during the 
police's investigation though— 

"But if we think about the relationships." 


I stated my personal opinion. 


"Kogu-nee was one of the Three Great Third Year Weirdos, and had very 
sparse relationships. She was worried about me having few friends, but she 
wasn't in a position to speak either. In that sense, we could reduce the 
number of people to those with a motive strong enough to want to kill her." 

Someone who knew about the clock tower. 

Someone with a strong relationship with Kogu-nee. 

By overlapping those two restrictions—we could restrict the number of 
suspects to the aforementioned four. 

In short—four people, me included. 

Kushinaka Choushi. 

Gakemura Rouya. 

Douno Kurori. 

Togishima Fuyako. 

"However, Choushi-kun, setting Togishima-san aside because you said 
she was on bad terms with Kushinaka-senpai—what about Gakemura- 
senpai and Douno-senpai? The Three Great Weirdos... I can't hide my 
laughter at that nickname, but weren't they on good enough terms with your 
big sister that they were clumped together like that?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai sent me a look seeking confirmation. As I thought, her 
attitude seemed like one trying to test me. 

"'On good terms' can become a motive for murder." 

Being put to the test, I had to properly answer, even if that meant bluffing 
alittle. As a first year middle-schooler, I spoke like I knew it all. 

"It's essentially a question of the strength of their feelings." 

Also, I had no intention of telling Byouinzaka-senpai that at the current 
time, but—Gakemura-senpai, Rori-senpai, and Fuyako-san all had a motive 
to try killing Kogu-nee. 

"T guess good fences can make for bad neighbors, or something?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai expressed her jokeful line with only a movement of 


her cheeks. 


"Or maybe—bad fences make for good neighbors. Of course, I loved Kogu- 
nee, you know? We were on awesome terms. However, that said—there 
wasn’t a day where I didn't find her annoying." 

Therefore, even I can't deny having a motive—I said to Byouinzaka- 
senpai. 

Was | a little too honest, I wondered. However, Byouinzaka-senpai met 
my eyes as if to say ''Right, to be honest I am mostly of the same opinion as 
you." 

"Plus, we have a time limit, so we can't avoid leaving some of our 
decisions to guesswork. We can't do anything about forcing moves. And if we 
are to talk realistically, a reckless degenerate attacking Kushinaka-senpai, 
raping her, leading her to the top of the tower and committing the last felony; 
that possibility is definitely not an unlikely one, but I am trying not to 
consider it. Kushinaka-senpai's body didn’t have any signs of sexual assault, 
did it?" 

She communicated with eye contact. 

Don't ask something so crude to the victim's family... 

"No. As I said earlier, she was knocked out with a stun gun, strangled, and 
pushed off. No other external wounds—no traces of the culprit assaulting 
her." 

So the policeman who came to my house said it might be a crime by 
someone she was familiar with—apparently. I was stuck in bed during that 
time, so this is info relayed from my parents. 

Byouinzaka-senpai tilted her head as if she was gonna say "I'm sure that's 
critical." 

"What do you mean?" 

"She was killed too much," she answered my question with a sigh, 
probably meaning that. 

"A stun gun could be acquired by anyone in this day and age. Finding the 
culprit through how they got it isn't feasible, at least for us. However, from 


the moment the stun gun was used, we can say that Kushinaka-senpai's life 


and death were in the culprit's hands—then wouldn't they stab her throat 
with a knife and be done with it?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai giggled that way. 

That's not something to talk about while laughing, I thought—but I 
purposely didn't touch upon it, and frankly delivered my thoughts about her 
remark. 

"...Stabbing her with a knife and strangling her hold the same meaning, 
that they are killing her, don’t they?" 

"Strangling a human to death takes some hard work, you know? If that 
person is unconscious, stabbing them is the way to go,'' she explained to me 
with her expression. 

"Maybe they feared getting dirty with the blood spurting out?" 

"Indeed, that's a possibility. However, wouldn't they have then pushed 
her from the clock tower or wherever from the start? In this case, strangling 
her was unnecessary—if you strangle her, pushing her off isn't necessary 
anymore—she was killed too much. 

Byouinzaka-senpai looked at me with those eyes. 

"Hmm... Now that you say it, that's right. But, can't we think like this? 
They tried to kill her by strangling —but it was harder than they thought. So 
halfway through, they decided to kill her by dropping her from up there —or 
something." 

"We can think that way. 

However, we can also think that wasn't the case." 

Byouinzaka-senpai claimed that by shaking her head —It seemed she had 
a fixed, single answer in her mind. She looked like she was listening to me, 
but in reality, had no intention whatsoever to take my opinion into account. 

Well, I didn't mind. 

Neither of us really felt the need to quibble with each other —after all, if 
Byouinzaka-senpai and my thoughts were contradictory, it was obvious 
hers were correct. 


Ihadn't forgotten my place. 


Thad no intention of being too pushy. 

I wasn't a chosen one—I was an impostor. 

Then I guess I shall obediently see what she's got. 

Also, I figured one more thing out. 

I got it from Byouinzaka-senpai's glance indicating ''from the clock tower 
or wherever"! —why didn't the culprit push her off from anywhere else? 

We were able to narrow down the bounds of the possible culprits thanks 
to that, but—from their side (asserting the culprit was among the limits we 
set) didn't that make them easier to be seen through? 

In other words, the culprit might have needed the crime scene to be the 
clock tower. Or perhaps it was an accidental, unplanned, and impulsive 
action... 

"Let me see... as you said, Byouinzaka-senpai, I'm also intrigued by why 
the clock tower started to move again." 

"That's what enabled me to deduce how the crime was committed," she 
created such an expression. 

Her expression said "And we are going to confirm that now." 

"If we can pinpoint that, will we be able to do the same with the culprit?" 

"That, I don't know." 

Such a curt expression answered my question full of expectations. 

That was natural—we can't guarantee something uncertain, can we? Even 
when I proposed my "baseline condition I want her to protect" back in the 
music room, she didn't nod. 

A detective culprit finding game, huh. 

However, why does she want to do something like that? 

Setting aside her curiosity or whatever—are all mystery fans like that? I 
heard a lot of those novels had mystery maniacs as their main characters... 

But reality and fiction are different. 


"Err." 


I wasn't really trying to ask about that, but as I glanced at Byouinzaka- 
senpai's profile, perhaps she read my expression ''My cousin—"' she started 
narrating with a side glance. 

"My cousin— apparently has experienced a murder case." 

Talking about her cousin again, I thought. 

However, a murder case? 

"What do you mean?" 

"Explaining the details wouldn't do us any good. Not like I’ve even been 
told enough to be able to explain it to someone else. But my cousin did the 
same thing I’m doing now—and proactively got involved in that case." 

Byouinzaka-senpai told me up to that with her eyes, then suddenly 
averted her gaze from me. I couldn't see her expression, so I had no idea what 
Byouinzaka-senpai was thinking about or pondering over... 

"Essentially." 

I filled up the blank with my imagination and put together a sentence to 
fill in the silence. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai, you want to become like your cousin, right?" 

As I said that, she turned to me again. 

That was—an unusually stern expression. 

"You're completely wrong." 

I felt as if her expression said so. 

"Even if that leads me to become a cockroach in my next life, I don't want 
to become like her, no matter what." 

"T... [see." 

I nodded while slightly looking away from her face. 

However, my answer apparently hurt her mood non-negligibly, as she 
accelerated her pace and descended the stairs beyond the corner. 

I hurriedly followed after her. 

However... She often brought her up, so I assumed Byouinzaka-senpai had 
a favorable impression of her cousin, that she even looked up to her... Was I 


mistaken? 


Rather, that expression just now felt as if she resented her. 

Perplexed by her behavior, I was robbed of my words as we walked 
alongside each other and eventually reached the auditorium. We checked 
whether anyone was there, then moved to the inside. 

We then directly moved to the room on the side that had an entrance 
leading to the tower. 

Byouinzaka-senpai headed to the door, seemingly without paying any 
mind to her footing—and naturally, it was locked. She turned towards me as 
if asking "Where was the key hidden again?" 

It seems her mood was temporarily fixed since we were close to the scene. 
I casually opened the storage box in question as I felt relief—and, I half- 
expected it, but there was no key there. Only the mark of the cellophane tape 
ripped off. 

Well, the police investigators aren't blind, after all... It was inevitable with 
that obvious hiding spot. I guess it was picked up during the evidence collection, 
so important in murder cases... Then, did they already figure out that this was 
set up by the ufology club, and thus that those members could access the 
tower roof? 

For now, according to what was relayed to me of what that policeman told 
my parents, they didn't seem to know that I had climbed up there a few 
times..., but if they search the fingerprints on that key they'll know. Well, it's 
not like I have anything to hide though — anyhow. 

"What should we do?" 

I asked Byouinzaka-senpai's back. 

It's fine that we barged in proudly acting like detectives, but the door 
literally closed on us and put a stop to our momentum. We couldn't really go 
to the staff room to borrow the key either... In the first place, did they have a 
key in there? 

Thinking that, I looked at Byouinzaka-senpai. She had picked up a vinyl 
rope and was playing by folding and extending it. 


No, maybe she wasn't playing...? 

"What are you doing, Byouinzaka-senpai?" 

"What?" 

She tilted her head as if asking that. 

"No, I wonder—I thought this might have served as the weapon to kill 
Kushinaka-senpai." 

She turned to me like that. 

"Eh... Do you mean the rope that strangled her?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai acquiesced to my question. 

I see... But. 

"T think I said it back in the music room, but —Kogu-nee was strangled 
and on top of that pushed off the clock tower. And the direct cause of death 
was more the fall than anything else. A death not by strangulation but by 
falling." 

That was what pushed me to deduce the culprit might have given up 
halfway through strangling her. 

"Then we can't really say the rope is what served to kill her..." 

"You don't need to say that, I know. Kushinaka-kun, my memory isn't bad 
enough that you need to worry about me. Also—in the first place, the 
possibility of that rope being the weapon is quite low. Because if the weapon 
had been returned here—the police would have retrieved it already." 

Byouinzaka-senpai answered me with such an expression. 

"If I were the culprit, I would use a rope from here to strangle her —then 
return it here you know?" 

"Why is that?" 

"Hide a tree in a forest—it's the darkest under the lamp. 

There are many idiots who seriously believe in those kinds of proverbs— 
and, of course, Iam one of them." 

Byouinzaka-senpai laughed as if she was going to say that, then stood up 
while still holding that rope and moved towards the clock tower. 


"Ah... Byouinzaka-senpai. Um, you know, the key..." 


I reported that fact a little late. 

Then Byouinzaka-senpai showed a face by no means dejected, as if saying 
"T bet, that was fully expected." 

"Fully expected, you say... But what are we going to do? Just go back?" 

"No way, running in front of opposition is shameful for great detectives. I 
thought this could happen, so I had a counterplan prepared from the start." 
Byouinzaka-senpai looked at me as if saying that. 

What could she mean... Well, I had expected the door to be locked and the 
key collected too, but... Ah, I got it. 

I see, she was intending on lock picking it. I heard it was a peculiar 
technique, but we're talking about Byouinzaka-senpai. There was no doubt 
she could do it. As expected, the skills of the One Great Weirdo were on 
another level... Now that I figured that out, I'd be able to observe something 
good. SoI told her, 

"Then, I'm leaving it to you." 

And gave her the spotlight. 

Byouinzaka-senpai hit the lock with a hammer she took out. 

Ry. Ey. Ey. Ey. Ey. 

She was single-mindedly focused on it like that. 

She hit. She hit. She hit. She hit. 

It broke. 

"Did you see, Kushinaka-kun?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai looked at me with a triumphant look on her face, as if 
to say that. If possible, I would have prefered not to have looked at it. 

"W-what are we going to do about this...?" 

To the reaction I was barely able to produce, she opened the door without 
showing any guilt, as if saying "We won't do anything, why not just leave it 
at that?" Then quickly entered the clock tower. 

For my part, it's not like I had nothing to say. However, I couldn't help but 
feel that we’d gone too far. 


I followed after her. 


Halfway through climbing the stairs, Byouinzaka-senpai suddenly turned 
back as if she recalled something, skillfully continuing to climb the stairs 
backwards, and silently asked me. 

"My memory is good, so I am pretty sure I haven't heard this from you 
back in the music room, but Kushinaka-kun, the night Kushinaka-senpai 
was killed, didn't you or your parents find it suspicious?" 

"Suspicious... What is?" 

"Obviously—that your sister didn't come back, even late in the night." 

Byouinzaka-senpai pressed me for an answer through her expression. 

Still, she really had no mercy. 

That question was close to saying that if we had found something 
suspicious, we might have been able to prevent the crime from happening. 

A person from the police told us that Kogu-nee's estimated time of death 
was two in the morning —so in the dead of night. ''Wasn't her family worried 
about a girl of her age walking alone at that hour?" —it was as if asking that. 

She probably didn't mean to blame us— Byouinzaka-senpai had no reason 
to blame me or my parents—but I truly felt as if she was stabbing a knife deep 
into me. 

She was really an odd senior. 

"After all, Kogu-nee often whimsically went out to wander around— 
although it might not serve as a reason. She was so active she had already 
walked the pilgrimage of the 53 Stations of Toukaidou and the 88 Temples of 
Shikoku in elementary school." 

I said. 

"It seems the ufology club was organizing guerrilla training camps pretty 
frequently too... That day, I thought it was something like that. That they 
were calling gentlemanly aliens." 

"That might have been the case— This rooftop was their territory, wasn't 
it? Some trouble might have occured during the camp... though I am merely 
speaking of possibilities," Byouinzaka-senpai laughed with that meaning 


and faced forward once again. 


We reached the second floor there with good timing and moved on to the 
ladder. 

She stopped in front of the ladder and invited me with her hand, as if 
saying "Please go up first." 

Mmm. She was quite on her guard. 

Well, she was in a gakuran, so even if she climbed first, I wouldn't have 
experienced any happiness, so I didn't mind. 

Thinking that, I put my hands on the bars and started climb — 

"Ah." 

Wait, wasn't my skirt more important right now!? 

As expected, Byouinzaka-senpai wouldn't photograph the inside of my 
skirt, but she took a full look at the entirety of my majestic figure (?). 

Her face carelessly turned red. 

Even for someone rich in expressions like her, that was a rare one. 

Th-this is embarrassing... 

I really did something bad to Fuyako-san! 

I promptly tried to cover my skirt, but decided it would be better to focus 
on getting out to the rooftop without losing a second, so I hurriedly climbed 
towards the sky. 

Byouinzaka-senpai wasn't scared, even though this was her first time 
climbing the ladder. She followed after me. 

And, there, it wasn't really to hide my embarrassment, but a hypothesis 
popped into my head. No, it truly popped into it, but I don't know if that could 
really be called an hypothesis — 

The clock tower roof. 

I had provisionally restricted the people who knew that spot to me, the 
ufology club members, and Fuyako-san... but perhaps Byouinzaka-senpai 
knew about it too? 


The grounds for thinking that are the events of that day. 


On the top of the tower—I witnessed Byouinzaka-senpai passing through 
the gates. When she checked that clock—I briefly thought about it then, but 
if I could see her, wouldn't that mean she could also see me— 

If Byouinzaka-senpai learned that moving in and out the roof was 
possible then, wouldn't she qualify as a suspect...? And with the same reason 
as Fuyako-san, since the crime happened the night she (possibly) learned 
about it, she might be highly suspicious... 

No, I guess I can't think that simplistically. 

Even if one knows that going up there is possible, Byouinzaka-senpai 
didn't (or at least shouldn't) know the hiding spot for the key. Plus, (it 
seemed) she didn't have any lock picking skills. 

Well, for that we can hypothesize that Kogu-nee opened the door for her, 
or that she pretended (in front of me) to be unable to do it while in reality she 
could, but even if she had that kind of reason— 

Byouinzaka-senpai had no reason in the first place. 

She had no motive to kill Kogu-nee. 

The One Great Weirdo Byouinzaka-senpai—was unrelated to Kogu-nee. 

It seems recent mysteries have a tendency to focus on motive, but in 
reality, results happen because they have a cause. 

Since Byouinzaka-senpai had no motive, she could not be the culprit. 

That's what—detectives are for. 

Mystery novels where the detective ends up on the list of suspects are 
fundamentally mistaken —I feel like I heard that somewhere. 

As I was thinking that, I reached the roof. 

The first thing Byouinzaka-senpai said when she opened her mouth— 
well no, she didn't open it, but she looked at me with an embarrassed 
expression, as if saying "So you're not wearing Kushinaka-senpai's 
underwear after all." 

I'm the one embarrassed here... 

"So? Byouinzaka-senpai—no, Byouinzaka-sensei." 


I started speaking to hide my embarrassment. 


"As you desired, we have reached the top of the clock tower. Now what 
kind of puzzle solving will you show me?" 

"How hasty. 

Kushinaka-kun, this is my first time coming here. Can't you let me enjoy 
this view for a bit? When people lose the leeway of their hearts, they also lose 
their humanity." 

Byouinzaka-senpai looked at me with cold eyes as if proclaiming that. 
However, she continued with ''Well, it's fine. That reminds me, your sister 
was killed, wasn't she?" by letting out a gentle laugh as if she recalled just 
now. 

Well, that was true, but... 

Even forgetting that, the wind was strong here. My skirt would get flipped 
over if I wasn't careful... Fuyako-san didn't let me notice that though. Mmm, 
this place wasn't suited for a love confession, huh. 

Plus, it would be bad if we were found out. I quickly wanted to go back 
down. 

Humans can only live with gravity. 

"Yes, Byouinzaka-senpai. That's how it is, so please start. For now, if you 
don't share information and your recognition of the situation, I can't help 
you in any way." 

"Yes, understood." 

Byouinzaka-senpai nodded, without letting her voice out. 


Then the puzzle solving of this detective play started. 


Ill 


"In the end, from my position as a mere second-year middle-schooler, 
unspecialized in forensic investigation or manipulation of information, my 
‘deduction’ is ultimately only conjecture with a fancier name. I am unable to 
accomplish anything more than arbitrary guesswork. However, even so, 
when thinking about the case of Kushinaka-senpai’s death, there was a hint... 
Well, at least let me call it a lead, a single truth that can help us. In short, what 
should be at the center of our reflection, Kushinaka-kun? —As it goes for 
anything, as long as you find the axis and the center of mass, and you don't 
lose sight of it, nothing can become a big problem. And the axis this time is 
without a doubt the clock tower, with the center of mass being the clock that 
started moving. The clock whose minute hand had stopped six months ago, 
leaving only the hour hand vainly revolving on its own—it started moving 
again at the same time as Kushinaka Kogushi-san's death. It is impossible to 
solve this case without focusing on that. Right? And the most important point 
among this is that, sure, the minute hand started moving, but —the time it is 
pointing at is completely off the mark. It moves about four and a half hours 
ahead of the actual time. Having said that much, Kushinaka-kun, let's set up 
some substitute ingredients for deduction—I said it earlier, didn't I? Her 
corpse had been killed too much. It was strangled, then pushed off of here— 
of course, as you pointed out earlier, it is technically possible for the culprit 
to have given up halfway through strangling her and switched to throwing 
her down from here. But, however, if we try to put together that overkilled 
corpse with the clock resuming its revolution, we reach a result that feels like 
a pipe dream. A result bathed in a sense of reality and surprise—we reach a 
resolution bathed in a sense of truth and unexpectedness. Though it could be 
said to be more of an interpretation than a resolution —well, lend me an ear. 
In short, that crime was most likely thought up on the spot —if only that was 


the case, is what I am thinking. If only that kind of thing could happen. The 


culprit who killed Kushinaka-senpai, let's hypothetically call them The 
Watchman of Time. ...You laughed, didn't you? Then let's not, let's call them 
like a normal culprit. They used a stun gun to render Kushinaka Kogushi 
unconscious—I am for myself unable to deduce the means by which they did 
that, but if the police said it was a stun gun, then it was a stun gun. As I said 
earlier, in this day and age, it is something anyone can acquire. The police 
might be able to do something with that, but I cannot find the culprit based 
on that information—then let's continue as is. Guessing the actions of the 
culprit. I said the crime was like it was thought up on the spot, but we can also 
call it a potluck crime. Using the clock tower and likely a rope-like object from 
the storage room—they must have only prepared the stun gun themselves. 
The culprit brings the unconscious Kushinaka-senpai up to this roof—no, 
that's untrue. We cannot neglect the weight of a human being. Climbing the 
stairs with it wouldn't be a problem, but the ladders must be too hard of a 
route. It is much more likely for them to have used the stun gun after bringing 
her up here. Climbing this clock tower with an unconscious body is hard labor, 
isn't it? It sounds as hard as strangling someone to death to me. Thinking 
along those lines, Kushinaka-kun, pushing someone off isn't that simple 
either. After all, you have to build up the potential energy—and if you can 
make someone unconscious on top of the tower, why even do it when you can 
simply push them off? This is another unnatural point. Well, this is just 
conjecture after the facts, so I can't talk arrogantly, though—if you let me 
state the conclusion, I think the culprit really tried to strangle Kushinaka- 
senpai. Her falling from the tower was unplanned for the culprit this makes 
me laugh. However, Kushinaka-kun, in mystery novels, this kind of case is 
one to be most wary of. The cases where an error on the culprit's part lead to 
an inexplicable and weird situation — if we are to place the culprit on the same 
spot as the great detective, then that mustn't happen. Great detectives aren't 
permitted to be mistaken, and in the same way, culprits aren't either. Perfect 
crimes must be flawlessly accomplished—well, we can't reject the absolute 


rule dictating that eventually the detective must purge the culprit, so using a 


shabby word such as 'perfect crime' is flawed in itself. However, if I were to 
become a victim, I would much rather be killed by an intelligent culprit rather 
than by a stupid one. But they already happen in books, so I'm sure culprits 
committing errors isn't a rare sight—that is how most crimes get exposed. 
This case's culprit is anovice—well, I, occupying the detective role as a game, 
am as much of a novice, so I guess we are on equal footing. We went quite 
astray, so let's go back to the main topic. According to my conjecture, the 
novice culprit impertinently tried to create themselves an alibi—in other 
words, they tried to create a situation where they would be somewhere else at 
the moment Kushinaka-senpai was killed, to prove their own innocence. In 
order to do that—they probably tried to use a rope of some sort, the clock 
with a frozen minute hand, and this large clock. Using the rope and the large 
clock to set up a mechanical trick. It is called a physical trick —but, well, we 
do not need to bother with this kind of vocabulary. I am not knowledgeable 
enough to make a lecture on how they are often used in honkaku mystery 
novels, after all. Even if you questioned me, I would likely be unable to answer. 
I only like to play at being a detective. I am only in high spirits because 
someone died, someone got killed—so I will simply show you how the crime 
happened. The subjective and objective truth of how your sister was killed. 
First, this rope... no, not this one, but anyway, a rope that was abandoned in 
the storage room. The length needs to be much longer than the one I have 
here. It must be somewhat calculated even—however, it's not a difficult thing 
to do for anyone knowledgeable in arithmetic. But well, I shall use this rope 
as an example to simply explain it to you. You do it like this... and create a 
small ring at the end of the rope. On both ends. You should better make it solid 
so it won't loosen easily — so it won't loosen no matter what. The size of that 
rope must be adjusted too, but... Well, I'll be rough here. You won't fuss over 
the details, right, Kushinaka-kun? So we make the same kind of loop on the 
other end... Here, we're done. Like that, the weapon—is completed. 
Kushinaka-kun, you seem like you are on the verge of realizing how it was 


done. Well, even then, let me explain until the end, okay? It's finally my 


spotlight—so you throw one end down—and make it wrap around the minute 
hand. The current time is, err... twenty past four, so with the clock being four 
and a half hours ahead, it points at ten to nine. But keep in mind that was one 
week ago... so imagine that the minute hand points at the X, so around the 
fifty minute mark. The hand's shape is pointy, really similar to aneedle—so 
as long as you manage to pass the rope around it, it should eventually fit 
properly. Meaning it will snatch without sliding down any more. And, 
Kushinaka-kun, that is important—that hand won't move. The orientation 
is a bit weird, but think of it as a metaphorical stake — think of what we did 
as attaching a rope to a stake. Then we wrap the rope around Kushinaka- 
senpai's neck. The unconscious Kushinaka-senpai... is placed horizontally on 
her back. With her head pointed at the face of the tower with the clock. I 
thought of comparing Kushinaka-senpai to a phoenix, but I decided not to 
after taking your feelings into consideration. Anyway, the rope passes under 
the laid down Kushinaka-senpai and does a loop around her neck. That's to 
have the nuance of strangling her from behind. However, her neck mustn't 
be completely strangled here—just loosely wrapped around it, like a scarf. 
With the rope I brought, we can't get the full length, we can't even hook it 
around the minute hand to begin with, but as I've repeated since earlier, in 
reality, a longer rope was used. So the rope still has enough length after being 
wrapped around the neck. So now, as for what we do for the remaining rope— 
we throw the other end in the same way as what we did for the first end and 
the minute hand, but this time fitting it around the hour hand. The crucial 
point here is that, unlike the minute hand, the hour hand is moving— 
however, the hour hand does a full 360° loop every twelve hours, so in other 
words, it moves 30° per hour. Therefore, about one degree every two minutes. 
In terms of difficulty, it's not much different to aim with the end than the 
minute hand—plus, that was already the case with the other hand, but it 
doesn't matter if you miss. You only need to repeat until you succeed. 
Everyone would succeed after ten or so throws— but, the important part here 


is the direction the hour hand was pointing at when the culprit was playing 


horseshoe. It was likely between eleven o'clock and one o'clock. You look like 
you want to ask why that is the case, but we have no choice but to think that. 
Kushinaka-senpai's estimated time of death was around two o'clock— 
wasn't it? Then that only proves our point further. The culprit was on the 
clock tower's roof—from eleven o'clock to one o'clock, we can say that even 
more. That's the point of the alibi creation, isn't it? Well, the crime was 
possible during that two hour gap, so naturally we have some approximation. 
If we are to deduce more realistically, then the time was closer to eleven 
o'clock. The estimated time of death we have nowadays is far more accurate 
than in old mystery novels, but even then, we can't pinpoint an exact time — 
therefore, it was for the best to space out Kushinaka-senpai's estimated time 
of death and the actual time the crime took place as much as possible. And, as 
for why I can say it was between eleven and one o'clock, that is because 
otherwise the length of the rope wouldn't suffice. The estimated time of 
death was around two o'clock—if the rope hooked on the clock was fully 
stretched by that time, the ends of the rope must have been set up during 
those two hours. The hour hand has the same pointy shape as the minute 
hand, so no need to force it down, the rope would slide into place on its own. 
Anyways, between the minute hand, the hour hand, and the rope around 
Kushinaka-senpai, a loose quadrilateral has been created—and... that 
concludes the crime. The culprit only has to descend the ladder and stairs, 
lock the storage room door, and return the key to its original position—then 
go somewhere else and focus on creating an alibi. They can leave the rest 
alone. As time passes—the hour hand will move. 360° in twelve hours, 30° 
each one hour, so moment by moment, the hour hand will move at the speed 
of one degree every two minutes... leisurely and sporadically, however, with 
certainty. And at two o'clock—the rope is strained. The loose quadrilateral — 
becomes a rigid and proper one. What will happen then... I no longer need to 
explain, do I? The rope wrapped around Kushinaka-senpai's neck will— 
strangle her. Like that, the clock tower—will act like a killing device. 


Kushinaka-kun, this crime used the hand of a gigantic clock to strangle a 


single person, how dynamic. ...Of course that was merely the culprit's plan, 
but that didn't get fulfilled. A miscalculation. We have repeated many times 
how hard it is to strangle someone. Humans are surprisingly tough —as her 
neck was being strangled, the time only slowly passed with Kushinaka- 
senpai not dying. What do you think would happen then? Kushinaka-senpai's 
whole body is pulled by the rope. The culprit probably didn't put any weight 
on her body. They must have thought that wasn't necessary—after all, 
people's bodies are heavy. Aah, couldn't we think that way too? In reality 
Kushinaka-senpai was made unconscious on the ground and was carried 
through the stairs and ladder by the culprit—so they knew full well of her 
weight—so they knew full well of her weight—no? Though that's just a 
hypothesis. Either way the culprit was too naive. Kushinaka-senpai's body 
was pulled to the edge by the clock—before she could be completely strangled. 
Pulled and pulled—and... fell. Fell. Fell—to her death. That was what 
happened at around two in the morning—the truth of the corpse that was 
killed too much, Kushinaka-kun. The culprit wanted to kill her by 
strangulation, but in reality, she ended up falling to her death. Do you think 
either way doesn't make much of a difference? Well, if we look at how the 
clock tower was used as a killing device, certainly, it doesn't. But you see, 
that's exactly where the culprit made an error in calculation. I mean, they 
were left with the important task of cleaning up after the fact. I think their 
original plan was as follows: they finish creating themselves an alibi, well... 
around four or five in the morning I guess? They needed the grounds to still 
be in the dark after all. They had to climb up to the clock tower again and 
retrieve the rope. It is difficult to retrieve a strained rope, but they weren't 
investigating or anything, so there was no need to preserve the state of the 
weapon. So they cut it with a knife and retrieve the two ends separately. 
Then—after that, the culprit had to move Kushinaka-senpai's body 
somewhere other than the roof. They had to hide that the clock tower was 
used in the crime at all costs—so the corpse had to be moved outside of the 


tower. Well, even if climbing with it is difficult, descending the tower with the 


corpse must be a cinch... at least we can imagine it being much easier. In 
reality, it was impossible to leave the clock tower with no trace of the crime. 
Because the rope strangling Kushinaka-senpai threw off the clock's 
movement —in other words, using it as a device to kill her inevitably delayed 
the clock's time. The clock which was deemed to have a near absolute 
accuracy. However, we can imagine someone thinking that that wasn't much 
of a problem. The time was already frozen —most wouldn't find it weird if it 
started pointing at the wrong time. Also, they needed the estimated time of 
death to be as accurate as possible, so they had to leave the corpse somewhere 
easy to find—but they needed it to be far away from the tower. The 
correlation between the delay on the clock and Kushinaka-senpai's death 
must not be found out—that was the culprit's plan, I think. However, that's 
not what really happened... The correlation had no way to be hidden. When 
the culprit came back to school, what they witnessed was Kushinaka- 
senpai's crushed corpse. They must have immediately understood what 
happened—they must have immediately realized their mistake. But nothing 
could be done about it. Spilt water won't go back into its tray, no use crying 
over spilt milk. The culprit got flustered and only retrieved the rope—the one 
wrapped around Kushinaka-senpai's neck. They must have lacked the time 
to get rid of it, so as I predicted earlier, I think they returned it to the storage 
room. And it was likely taken by the police as evidence along with the key. Ah, 
your face changed color, didn't it? Yes, it seems you now understand 
everything—as expected of you, Kushinaka-kun. Exactly... the rope which 
should have been stuck on the hands had fallen alongside the body. After all, 
if it was still hooked on that hand it would be impossible to retrieve without 
Kushinaka-senpai's body acting as a support. But it wasn't. In other words, it 
fell to the ground... so when Kushinaka-senpai's body fell, with the 
acceleration of a free falling object this time her body pulled on the minute 
and hour hands. And, the big clock that pointed at two o'clock, with the hour 
hand on the II and the minute hand on the X, was suddenly forcefully moved 


by her fall—it pointed at six o'clock. This is the true identity of the four and 


a half hour gap. The rope would be hooked as long as the hands pointed 
upwards, so if they pointed down, it would normally come off and fall—it's 
not like it was tied around it after all. With that we can also conjecture about 
the origin of the minute hand's breakdown. That was nothing more than a 
physical breakdown. Most likely a fragment of a brick got stuck in the 
mechanism and impeded the clock's movement. So it couldn't move past the 
X, but it could move before it. 'We cannot revert the clock, but we can advance 
it.' is afamous line of a certain anime”, but —this case was the opposite. And 
as for that brick fragment... Well, it could also have been a little bird's corpse, 
but anyway thanks to Kushinaka-senpai's fall, the obstacle that blocked the 
hand's movement was removed. That is the reason why the clock started 
working properly again. And—the pathetic result of the culprit's mistake. 
The clock being delayed—just that would have been fine, but if something 
broken was suddenly fixed... It could only be qualified as abnormal instead of 
normal. Furthermore if Kushinaka-senpai's corpse is found somewhere 
clearly pointing at that fall. That said, once that puddle of blood was formed 
it was meaningless to move the corpse anywhere else. Everything was too late. 
Even though the overkilled corpse can be realistically explained like that, it 
was still unnatural. And in reality, that served as a lead for me to construct 
that reasoning. Of course, I have absolute confidence that I would have been 
able to reason out the killing method even if everything had gone according 
to the culprit's plan, just from the clock's delay—at that point, the proof is 
complete, Kushinaka-kun. If possible, could you tell me your impressions? If 
you want to acclaim it, no need to hold back." 
Byouinzaka Meiro-senpai made such an expression. 


However, even if she asked for impressions. 


Even if she exposed her deduction in such rapid succession... 


16 Gendou Ikari's line from Neon Genesis Evangelion. 


"Sorry, I didn't really understand." 

I told her my honest thoughts. 

Byouinzaka-senpai showed an undisguised expression of disappointment 
as if saying it couldn't be helped, and took out a sheet of paper from her 
gakuran pocket. 

It seemed like she had prepared it from the start. 


The deduction from just now was illustrated by a drawing. 


"It's so easy to understand!" 

I reacted without thinking. 

However, this was truly easy to understand... 

"No, Byouinzaka-senpai... I went from 'I didn't really understand’ to 'I 
understood perfectly' in a moment, but couldn't you have shown me that 
from the start? There was no need to bring me to this place (plus breaking the 
lock), was there...?" 

"Personally, I find inserting images into mystery novels to be improper." 
Byouinzaka-senpai looked far away with real apparent hatred in her gaze, as 
if to say that. 

"Ts that so?" 

"You can get it at first glance, so it's unfair, isn't it? If visual explanations 
can do the trick, then there's no necessity for it to be a novel," with that 
expression, she showed a mystery obsession a layman wouldn't be able to 
understand. 

Precisely, a mystery. 

Well, it's fine 

I scrutinized the illustration seemingly drawn by Byouinzaka-senpai (I 
didn't know for sure it was her, but she seemed quite skilled at it) and 
deepened my understanding. 

Oh, I see... 

They ultimately failed, a failure which led Byouinzaka-senpai to discover 
the truth, so I didn't feel like praising the culprit one bit, but I was impressed 
they were able to figure this much simply out of the minute hand of that clock 
being frozen... 

Though I shouldn't be admiring them. 

"Trying to use the clock to strangle her, huh. Some people have seriously 
dreadful ideas." 

For starters, I just told Byouinzaka-senpai what I was thinking, but she 


returned me acold and curt smile, as if saying "Some idiotic ideas." 


"They clearly spent too much effort just for killing one person—that's 
going too far. Even for a theatrical crime, it's totally meaningless." 

She continued with such an expression. 

"Eh... but weren't they able to forge themselves an alibi thanks to that 
effort?" 

"That's just a detail—there were plenty of other ways to achieve that. I 
called it aspontaneous and potluck crime, and that's precisely what it is. Ican 
smell behind this case an infantile thought process like 'I thought of it, so I 
have to do it'. If you’1l allow me to use the technique of profiling, which once 
took over the mystery novel world, the only kind of people who would execute 
such a crime are—either middle-schoolers or precocious elementary- 
schoolers." 

Byouinzaka-senpai expressed that with only the movement of her eyes. 

"Middle-schooler..."' 

Precisely. 

Gakemura-senpai... Rori-senpai... Fuyako-san. 

And from Byouinzaka-senpai's perspective, me, Kushinaka Choushi. 

Our ages are different, but we were all still middle-schoolers. 

Isee—thinking about it, we'd been saying that strangling her and pushing 
her off was hard work, but the culprit probably needed the crime to require 
much effort. 

That probably wasn't—from a desire for self-preservation, but rather for 
enjoyment. 

"We can exclude elementary-schoolers... Firstly, there are none among 
the suspects, and even before that, they wouldn't be able to access the roof or 
even enter the school." 

"That's how it is." 

Byouinzaka-senpai nodded in agreement. 

"The main criticism against mystery novels using physical tricks is as I 
said earlier: 'Would one go that far?' 'Why would one go that far merely to 


kill someone?' Because a lot of the tricks are fundamentally foolish or crude. 


Preparing a great mechanism to kill a single person —like the clock tower in 
our case—using a great sum of money; if one was to go that far, why not just 
hire a professional killer? That's how it is. But, however —therefore, we can 
also say they are dynamic and attractive. Especially for the tastes of middle- 
schoolers. 'I thought of it—so I'll do it."" 

The laugh Byouinzaka-senpai let out dissimulated that meaning. 

Well, certainly... that infantility or puerility was somewhat artless. 

That was it. 

Acrime born from curiosity, artless to an eerie degree. 

This kind of thing should only be left as a thought. 

There was no meaning in making it a reality. 

"_..,But Byouinzaka-senpai. If you had prepared that illustration from the 
start, that means you had seen through the truth without needing to listen to 
my story, no? So all the pieces of information I’d told you earlier in the music 
room only served to back up your deduction, didn't they?" 

"Isn't that what I told you?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai made such an expression, but thinking about it, she 
hadn't said anything. Well, retorting about these kinds of details wouldn't 
lead us anywhere at this point. 

"Even if we have a theory for the method, we have seemingly no ways for 
deducing the culprit. Don't you think reducing the number of suspects any 
further will be hard? From my position, from my standpoint, at least." 

Byouinzaka-senpai's face looked as if she was saying that. 

"',..Well, let me see—hearing only that, anyone could have carried it out." 

This wasn't the type of trick that allowed us to point at a specific suspect. 
Anyone could have done it—as long as they knew one could go up that roof. 

Anyone could figure out at first glance that the tower clock's minute hand 
was frozen. 

"But Byouinzaka-senpai... Even in that sense, I'm not really useful, am I?" 


We were able to narrow down the number of suspects to only a few. 


The people able to go on the clock tower's roof—the ufology club 
members, Fuyako-san and I. There was no other notable person. 

We figured that out. 

However, strictly speaking, if someone outside of our list of suspects had 
figured that route in some way or another, they could have used that same 
trick. 

Therefore—the important part was the motive. 

So we'd have to identify the culprit with the motive... Huh? 

"Or maybe, Byouinzaka-senpai, were you able to figure out their identity 
from the information I told you?" 

"No, I couldn't." 

Byouinzaka-senpai shook her head to deny. 

She then continued with only her expression: 

"Of course, it will serve as deduction material to limit the possibilities, but 
if you asked whether the information you gave me held a critical and decisive 
lead, then no, it didn't. Well, useful information is still useful, so thanks to 
that, I came to gain some confidence in the trick, so I explained it to you as 
thanks for that credibility you gave me. But—to be honest, I'm at a 
stalemate." 

"A stalemate?" 

"A stalemate,'' she nodded that way. 

I see... That meant we’d have to act a little more proactively to find out the 
culprit. 

Gakemura Rouya—Douno Kurori—Togishima Fuyako. 

We would need to poke at those three. 

"Right?" 

I sought confirmation from Byouinzaka-senpai, to which she answered 
vaguely, as if saying "Well, that's where it would lead us..." 


Less vague than—unmotivated. 
W ? Wl 


I wondered if my questioning showed in my attitude, because 
Byouinzaka-senpai made a face to explain her vague attitude. 

"In short—I am the Silent Clearing Order." 

I see. 

For her, the One Great Weirdo, she couldn't even contact any of the 
suspects other than me. She might have been able to for the former one-man 
student council, Gakemura-senpai—but it would be impossible for Rori- 
senpai or Fuyako-san. That day, when Kogu-nee's corpse became a show, 
when Byouinzaka-senpai appeared—Rori-senpai shrewdly ran away. 

They were on different levels of weirdness. 

There was no way she’d be able to collect information. 

"...Then." 

I said. 

That was my only choice. 

"Then—couldn't I be the one moving? I can contact Gakemura-senpai, 
Rori-senpai, and Fuyako- san." 

"T wonder about that—if my deduction is correct, one of those three is a 
murderer. Even if they relied on a machine and didn't dirty their own hands, 
that doesn't change the fact that they have killed someone." 

Byouinzaka-senpai argued against me with that kind of expression. 

What, she was awfully timid. 

"I'm not scared in the slightest. I couldn't ask for anything better than 
confronting Kogu-nee's murderer myself." 

"That's a nice spirit, but I'm not talking about that—I'm saying that 
someone who committed murder would never be honest with you. You would 
be left with a mix of truth and falsehoods, and that would be the end of it. 
They have no obligation to tell the truth to us, who aren't even policemen or 
anything. That not only goes for the killer,,, but for the two others as well. 
Kushinaka-kun, this is a detective pretend play, not a mystery novel—so 
people's testimonies aren't reliable. Moreover, you are friends with them, so 


you would have no choice but to trust them if they asked you to, right?" 


Byouinzaka-senpai's look was such that I felt like she was asking that. 

"Well, that certainly makes sense. Byouinzaka-senpai—I am fully and 
completely aware that this isn't a detective novel but merely a game. However, 
that's exactly why—confronting the suspects is important." 

There are things I could do because I was not a policeman, but their friend. 

"They are not great detectives from some kind of mystery novel either — 
but mere middle-schoolers. Be they a former one-man student council, a 
Great Weirdo, or an active council member able to see through lies—that 
doesn't change they are real people. Then, obviously—if I shake things up, 
they will reveal their faults." 

Byouinzaka-senpai was silent. 

I couldn't quite decipher her expression. 

I purposely went against reading too deep into that, and continued 
without a care. 

"There is no need to be logical when facing humans—we only need to find 
the culprit before the deadline. Byouinzaka-senpai. Let's continue this 
detective game—the information collection is, of course, the assistant's role. 
I shall show you my assistant pretend-play. Byouinzaka-senpai, you act the 
role of the calm great detective too perfectly to get much screen time. Please 
take a seat in the music room armchair." 

Of course. 


The music room had no armchair. 


In the same way I’d done a week prior, I sent a mail to Fuyako-san calling 
her to our classroom, the 1-A classroom. Because of the incident with Kogu- 
nee, the sports day was pushed back to the third semester, so the student 
council should have gained some leeway in their work. And even if they didn't, 
if I, astudent who hadn't come to school in a week (even though, in reality, 
I’d just been indulging myself in indolence), showed up and asked her to 
come, there was no way the big sister of the first years, Fuyako-san, wouldn't 
come. 

And as expected, as I was waiting alone in the classroom that was empty 
after classes, Fuyako-san immediately came. It felt like she’d rushed here 
with great haste— 

"Kushina... na... Ka..." 

She opened the door and called my name while running—however, as 
soon as she saw me, she stiffened, and a pale smile appeared on her face. 

That smile had an eloquence of a different kind than Byouinzaka-senpai's. 

I wondered what happened to her, but soon came to realize. 

Aah, I see. 

It seems I’d gotten completely used to it and stopped minding it, but I was 
currently dressed in Kogu-nee's uniform. 

"..Kushinaka." 

After crossing her arms near the door and pondering for a while, Fuyako- 
san spoke. 

"You see, I think I'm about to perform dogeza." 

Laat 

The dogeza boom is upon us? 

"Why are you wearing that getup as if you were being harassed? Did you 


call me here to show it to me?" 


"No, that's not exactly it, but... for future reference, please tell me. Does it 
look good?" 

Byouinzaka-senpai said it looked good on me, but Fuyako-san coldly said 
"It's the worst" in a fed up tone. 

"T've been thinking you were a complete idiot for a while, but I never 
imagined you were that stupid." 

"That's pretty harsh." 

But that might be acommon reaction. 

Maybe the fact she said it indicated that Fuyako-san still thought about 
me. 

I think. 

"T was worried, you know." 

Fuyako-san closed the door and came closer to the desk I sat at. 

"Despite that, Kushinaka, you answered my mails randomly and didn't 
answer my calls—and when I thought you finally came back, this time it's 
crossdressing? What do you think you're doing with that hairstyle?" 

"No, this is—" 

That hairstyle was arranged by Byouinzaka-senpai. 

How should I explain it? 

"Don't bother. Aaaah... And I was thinking of how to contact you, but... 
Really, what an idiot. You're really beyond saving." 

She came right next to me. 

"Meh." 

Pop, Fuyako-san poked my forehead. 

"GYAAAAAAHHHH!" 

I was blown back from my chair and, as I loudly collapsed alongside the 
surrounding desks, sprawled on the ground. 

"No no no! I didn't hit you that hard! That onomatopoeia was just a 'pop', 
wasn't it!?" 

"Phew... I would have been dead if we weren't in a gag manga." 


"We're in a gag manga!?" 


Fuyako-san was shocked. 

Well, setting aside whether we were in one, it seemed my gag of literally 
throwing myself had some effect. She seemed tense, and I was a bit nervous 
to talk to her too. Even forgetting the one week gap between us, Fuyako-san 
couldn't help herself (as long as she wasn't the culprit—or perhaps even 
then) from sympathizing with me, whose sister had been killed, and I had to 
be considerate when talking to someone sympathizing with me. So it was 
difficult. 

That heavy atmosphere had now completely cleared up. 

After that, we both rearranged the desks I had overturned. In our class, 
most students leave their textbooks and notebooks behind inside the desk, so 
sorting out what had been mixed up was quite a pain. There was nothing 
sadder than cleaning up after a bad joke... 

"Do you have any injuries?" 

"No. I'm fine. Ah, it looks like I scraped my knees a little..." 

"What are you doing, bleeding for this kind of crappy gag..." 

"I'm fine. I'll just become slimmer for as much as what was scraped." 

"You're an idiot... A true genuine idiot..." 

"A divine idiot?" 

Sounded pretty awesome. 

"So." 

Now that we’d calmed down, Fuyako-san said. 

"What do you want? You called me here because you have business with 
me, right?" 

"Yes. That's right." 

Fumu—everything progressed well up to now, but this was where the 
difficulty started. 

But I must succeed. 

Or else I wouldn't be able to face Byouinzaka-senpai waiting for me in the 
music room. 


I stared at Fuyako-san—at Togishima Fuyako. 


In the case that she was the culprit—huh. 

Thinking about it... that would have been pretty iffy. 

She certainly had a motive—plus, if I was to trust Byouinzaka-senpai, the 
physical trick conveyed an infantile intellect, so being the youngest of the 
suspects, still twelve years old, that made her the most suspicious. 

Fuyako-san was still a first year student, but had good stamina. Even if 
Kogu-nee had been rendered unconscious on the ground, would she have 
been able to carry her up to the roof? Gakemura-senpai could have surely 
pulled it off, but Rori-senpai probably wouldn’t be able to carry her... 

But regardless of whether I doubted her or tried to shake her, I was facing 
Fuyako-san. I had to redouble my wariness—because she could perfectly see 
through any of my lies. 

Crappy tricks wouldn't work on her. 

Rather, being as honest as possible and trying to make her an ally would 
have been the best plan—in the same way as Byouinzaka-senpai did with me. 

Well, the doubts Byouinzaka-senpai held towards me had mostly cleared 
up though... 

"T want to find out who killed Kogu-nee." 

I said. 

Straightforwardly—without being weirdly roundabout. 

Honestly. 

"T would like for you to help me with that—how about it?" 

"T wonder..." 

Fuyako-san stopped in her words, appearing to be lost. 

She seemed to be hiding her confusion. 

"What are you saying? Look, Kushinaka... No, there's a lot I want to say, 
but..." 

"T don't mind you saying it all." 

"..Then I won't hold back. You want to find the culprit? We're not in a 
manga. There's no way mere middle-schoolers could do that. I'm not an 


exception—so it's just a pain having you ask me for help. Don't you think that 


should be left to the police? Of course, I want to do everything I can... and I get 
how you feel." 

"You understand how I feel?" 

Without a moment's delay—I took Fuyako-san up on her words. 

That was a cowardly technique—but not a lie. 

Actually, it was my honest feelings. 

"Do you understand my feelings about my sister being killed?" 

"Ah, no..." 

Fuyako-san made an expression so troubled I felt sorry for her. 

"_..Sorry. I didn't mean it like that." 

"No, it's fine—of course, as you said, finding the culprit might be 
impossible. But I can't just stay still. Rather than for Kogu-nee's sake—it's 
more for me." 

Though it's a selfish request — 

I said to Fuyako-san. 

"Please, could you follow me up on my selfishness? I'm by no means 
saying this lightly. I am—without exaggeration, betting everything on this- 


(detective game.) 

sa 

Fuyako-san looked even more troubled as she closed her eyes. After 
staying silent like this for a while, she eventually said, 

"What should I do?" 

Had she given in? 

"Is there even something I can do?" 

"Fuyako-san, you can see through lies with nearly 100% accuracy, can't 
you? I can't think of any better technique to investigate the crime." 

"Aah, so that's what you wanted..." 

Hearing that, she sighed. 


It was an exaggerated sigh. 


"T'll just tell you... I mean, I already did, though. My uncle would be able 
to, but my ability can at best pass as a party trick, you know? Also, ultimately, 
it's just intuition. It can't serve as proof." 

"T don't need it to be evidence. Also, we’ll be going up against middle- 
schoolers... not against intelligent criminals, like your uncle would." 

Intelligent —not many words are less fitting to describe this case's culprit. 
It was an infantile and artless imperfect crime—there's no way the culprit 
could be intelligent. 

"Middle-schoolers...? So you have a lead for the suspects?" 

"Yes," 

I nodded. 

"To be frank, they’re Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai." 

Saying it like that wasn’t a lie. 

Ijust wasn’t stating the fact that Fuyako-san was a suspect too—it wasn’t 
like I was lying. Though if she could see through my words here, her ability 
would certainly surpass that of a party trick. 

"Gakemura-senpai and... Rori-senpai. Why?" 

"Because these two are suspicious." 

I’d better not state a concrete reason. 

I should let her think that I was going off pure speculation—of course, 
being careful not to make it a lie. 

If I used the fact that they could go up the clock tower roof as a reason, 
Fuyako-san would likely realize she was included in that list of suspects. And 
touching upon the motive would surely result in the thing. 

Fuyako-san was somewhat clever. 

Then the correct option was making her think I was talking without any 
solid grounds, just like throwing some accusations around. That I was only 
suspecting these two from the position of a family member who got 
emotional and started rampaging. I wanted her to perceive me in that way— 
as an ally, at least. 


"The probability of one of them being the culprit is by no means low." 


Of course. 

I wouldn’t touch upon the trick of using the clock tower as a murder device. 
I’d talk about that —at least to Fuyako-san, much later. 

"That's why I want to talk to them. But alone I would be overwhelmed, 
so—" 

"...But." 

Fuyako-san tried arguing back, speaking slowly for now. 

"But weren't those two and Kogushi-san friends?" 

"'Being friendly' can be a motive for murder." 

I told Fuyako-san the same thing I said to Byouinzaka-senpai. 

"If the gears go amiss even a little—that's the end of it. When the 
relationship of the Three Great Third Year Weirdos—when a group's 
solidarity works against them, the more friendly they are, the more likely it 
might be for this kind of thing to happen." 

"...Kogushi-san was-"! 

Fuyako-san said. 

From the speed of her words, I could tell she was being careful not to hurt 
me with them. 

"That person seemed like she was in a daze, but she was extremely 
dominant,,, after all—" 

"Yes, airheaded and ruling." 

In order to make sure Fuyako-san wouldn't concern herself with that, I 
went ahead and said it frankly. I had talked about this with Gakemura-senpai 
before. 

"That's not just for the Three Great Weirdos, she was always in an 
advantageous position when it comes to personal relationships—I'm 
guessing that's why she became a Great Weirdo. And no wonder people avoid 
her." 

I could comprehend that even more clearly, now that she’d died. 

That, although it was from a different perspective than Gakemura-senpai, 


Rori-senpai, or Byouinzaka-senpai— Kogu-nee was a proper abnormality. 


"...D see. 

"Yes. Well, that's how it is. Would you give me a hand as a friend, Split 
Hair-san?" 

"You immediately badmouthed me!" 

I got hit with the tip of her ponytail. 

That might have been to showcase the fact that she had no split ends, but 
not being a hair fetishist, I could hardly say it was effective. 

"What's the problem, just help me please. Did you forget what you owe me 
for having lent you that Mobile Suit Gundam DVD the other day?" 

"Gundam: ...Aah, that white robot?" 

"Gyaah!" 

I was hurt! 

My benevolence backfired! 

"Jeez, fine, I get it." 

Then, Fuyako-san said. 

"For some reason, I feel like leaving you alone would be dangerous too— 
even more so if you're going against Gakemura-senpai and Kurori-senpai." 

"Are you saying I might become the second victim?" 

Our opponents would be the gold and silver generals. 

Tcouldn't blame the lance, Fuyako-san, for being worried about that. 

"Are you saying I might get killed...?" 

"No... I'm not thinking anything that concrete. But can you promise me 
something in exchange for helping you? Only consider my doubting ability to 
be advice. By no means act by thinking I'm saying the absolute truth. You 
talked about a near 100% accuracy, but I'm still human. I make errors 
sometimes." 

"Errors, is it?" 

Errors. 

Miscalculations—imperfect crimes. 

"Understood. I shall do that." 


"Also—don't overdo it." 


"Yes, I swear on gold I won't." 

"Swear it on God!" 

"Aah, did I fumble?" 

"That's the worst fumble I can imagine... If we're going now, shouldn't we 
hurry? Those two should be in the ufology clubroom." 

Fuyako-san said so. 

The ufology clubroom? 

"Heeh... I wondered what those two were doing, but that's where they 
were. I'm a little surprised..."' 

"Did you think they were absent like you were?" 

Fuyako-san asked such a question. 

"But that might have been better. Because they do come to school, but 
don't attend classes, don't even go inside their classrooms, but just spend the 
whole time inside the club wing." 

They are completely shut in— 

Fuyako-san said, letting out a sigh. 

So the remaining two of the Three Great Weirdos were shutting 
themselves in... Maybe Fuyako-san was to deal with them as an active student 
council member. After all, even the teachers couldn't say much to these two, 
especially Gakemura-senpai... 

"Well, even if we went there, I don't know if they'd be willing to talk, 
though... it's like Amano-Iwato’... Mm, no, with your current getup—they 
might. Though they'll probably yell at you." 

"My current getup... Ah." 

Kogu-nee's clothes? 

I wonder... I felt like that was more likely to backfire. That said, I didn't 
plan on changing at this point —that was the stance I adopted this time. 


"Well, let's go for the main battle then." 
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I stood up from the chair and started walking towards the door. Fuyako- 
san quickly followed and walked by my side, then asked "What are you 
planning on doing?" 

"Isn't it obvious? If we're going against hikikomori, the only option is 
forcing them out. But we can't possibly force them out from our side of the 
door." 

We came out to the hall and headed towards the club wing by the shortest 
distance. 

The current time—just before five o'clock. 

A nicely fitting time, I guess. 

I wonder if Byouinzaka-senpai was listening to some Mozart in the music 
room at that time? Or maybe she was playing her flute? 

"But, Kushinaka." 

Just one thing, Fuyako-san told me. 

"About my skill... I already told you before, but setting aside Gakemura- 
senpai, it doesn't work on Kurori-senpai. Because she only tells lies." 

"Yes. Everything will come out as doubts, won't it?" 

I nodded to Fuyako-san's words. 

"But I have prepared a counterplan for that. 'The end crowns the work,' I 
guess." 

"Hmm... but." 

Fuyako-san came at me again. 

She said she would help me, but I guess she wasn’t that enthusiastic about 
it. 

"If hypothetically—purely hypothetically, if one of those two happen to 
be the culprit, they wouldn't confess just because you asked them, would 
they?" 

"Well, that's true, of course. Although I would be delighted if they did." 

I feigned tranquility. 


"Even so, well, wouldn't they at least tell me their alibis?" 


II 


Alibi fabrication. 

That was what the culprit, the one Byouinzaka-senpai named The 
Watchman of Time, was aiming for this time when using the clock tower as a 
killing device. They were doing something else on the eleventh of November 
at around 2 o'clock in the morning, when Kogu-nee was killed—therefore, 
asking Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai would have been meaningless. 

That would be the shallow thinking of a novice. 

Rather, to be frank, that's how I thought. 

When Byouinzaka-senpai asked me to "at least ask for their alibi" solely 
through her expression, that's how I thought. 

But then she made such an expression. 

"Kushinaka-kun, since they fabricated themselves an alibi—the culprit 
should definitely have one. Try thinking about it, Kushinaka-kun—it was 
two in the morning, you know? Usually, having an alibi at this hour would be 
unnatural, wouldn't it? One would normally be sleeping at home at that hour. 
However, since they did something so grandiose, that means the culprit must 
have had a solid alibi—otherwise it would be weird. Therefore, Kushinaka- 
kun, you only have one part to fulfill. Check Gakemura-senpai, Kurori-senpai, 
and Togishima-san's alibis. Their alibi around two in the morning on the 
eleventh of November—the one with an alibi at that time is the culprit. And, 
if possible, also ask for their alibi from eleven o'clock at night on the tenth to 
one o'clock in the morning on the eleventh too." 

Typical of Byouinzaka-senpai... if it were the police or a mystery novel, 
that would be unthinkable. That line of thinking could only work in a 
detective pretend game. The one with an alibi is the culprit—thinking about 
it, that was too far-fetched. I was worried whether it was okay to decide on a 


culprit with such logic—however, her observation and persuasion was 


spectacular. She couldn’t investigate alibis, being the One Great Weirdo, but 
her ideas were something. 

However... I told Fuyako-san "Wouldn't they at least tell me their alibis?", 
but it's unexpectedly difficult. Asking for someone's alibi is like declaring "I 
am doubting you." That's why I couldn't ask Fuyako-san in the classroom — 
it would be better to deal with all of that hassle at once. 

As I was thinking about that, we arrived at the ufology clubroom. From the 
outside, a tranquil atmosphere seemed to reign. The lights were off, too, no 
sign of anyone inside. 

I sent Fuyako-san a look and knocked on the door, then, 

"It's Kushinaka. I'm entering." 

I opened the door. 

And, Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai were inside—not doing anything, 
just sitting on the pipe chairs. 

It felt gloomy. 

Like a settled atmosphere. 

I thought it felt like a wake, but the comparison was too accurate in this 
case, so that would be crude. 

The two didn't turn to look at Fuyako-san or me. 

They just hung their heads, gloomily. 
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For starters, I turned the lights on. 

As I did, they finally looked at me—at that very instant. 

"Kogushi-chan!" 

Rori-senpai hugged me. 

Eh, what's that, the embodiment of happiness!? 

A youngster raised in lukewarm water like me couldn't deal with that 
sudden amount of bliss! 

"Kogushi-chan, Kogushi-chan, Kogushi-chan—!" 


Aah... I see. 


Rori-senpai mistook me for Kogu-nee—well, my uniform was hers, and 
Byouinzaka-senpai messed with my hairstyle to look like hers as well, so... 
Even so, I probably didn't look identical enough for anyone to get fooled by it. 

Anyone in a normal mental state. 

Good grief. 

It felt like I could really seduce her now—Jeez. 

'"—You should be dead, prez." 

Gakemura-senpai—didn't stand up, but said that to me as I didn’t resist 
being hugged by Rori-senpai. 

"Why is someone who should be dead here? Are you a ghost or 
something?" 

His tone was clearly joking. 

Or rather, jesting. 

At the very least, he didn't look like someone who’d seen a ghost like Rori- 
senpai. 

"...I'm not a ghost." 

I answered Gakemura-senpai. 

"Look, as you can see." 

I flipped my skirt a little and showed them my legs. 

"Huh? I can't see well. Show me that crotch some more!" 

"Aren't you just a pervert! ?" 

What's up with that "Huhe"''? 

That exchange was even more perverse with the fact that I was 
crossdressing in mind. With that stupid and insensitive exchange, Rori- 
senpai finally— "finally" really was the word here—realized I wasn't Kogu- 
nee. 

"Ah..." 

She only muttered that — 

Got away from me and returned to her chair. 


Then soon returned to hanging her head like earlier. 


From her behavior, I thought she might, in the worst case, irrationally 
start hitting me, so I felt relieved. 

Well... things are as Fuyako-san described, I guess—this get-up had a 
good effect. 

I wasn't yelled at. 

However—I couldn't be sure it wouldn't backfire yet. 

"Kushinaka’s lil' brbo—and Togishima, isn't it?" 

Gakemura-senpai said. 

He said, as if only just realizing it. 

Though that was improbable. 

Was he—serious just earlier? 

"What, Togishima—aren't you busy with the student council? Aah, right, 
the sports day got pushed off—kakakah." 

Looking at him like that—Gakemura-senpai's eyes felt a little wrong. Like 
they were empty or dazed... To put it boorishly, it was as if he had stayed up 
all night, his eyes couldn't focus well. 

Despite that, his attitude didn't change from normal, which made it hard 
to deal with—I see, he was the real deal. However, even between real deals — 
Byouinzaka-senpai and Gakemura-senpai really were different. That might 
have been the difference between a weirdo who hung out with two others and 
a weirdo who forged a path on their own. 

Fuyako-san seemed a little scared of Gakemura-senpai—that was 
unusual for her typically fearless self, but blaming her here would’ve been 
cruel. After all, she was a normal person, not even a Great Weirdo. 

I should have been the one doing my best here, as a potential future Great 
Weirdo. 

"Gakemura-senpai—also Rori-senpai. It's been a while." 

First, I started with a greeting. 

"Sorry for the long absence." 

"That's not the case at all. We met just yesterday." 


Rori-senpai answered me so. 


I didn't even need to confirm it with Fuyako -san, that was a pure and total 
lie. 

She was desperate—to not show me her weak self. 

To not show Kogu-nee's little brother her weak self. 

"More importantly, Choushi-kun, you respected our promise, I see. I'm 
glad. I’ll thank you with a passionate kiss later. Not today though, I'm 
embarrassed with all these people." 

ore eh 

Mm? 

What was it? That was hard to get, even knowing it was a lie. 

A promise? 

Thinking that, I immediately remembered. 

Right—last week, when I visited this room, when I said "see you 
someday" to Rori-senpai, she answered with "At that time please bring 
Togishima-san with you." 

In other words, she told me to not bring Fuyako-san with me. 

Well, even if I had remembered it, I’d have broken that promise anyway, 
but that was indeed a thing... Well, whatever. I never made that promise to 
begin with. 

More importantly, Rori-senpai and Fuyako-san being on bad terms would 
be exceedingly important for what was to come. In reality, Fuyako-san's skill 
didn't work on Rori-senpai—but she didn't seem to have realized it, which 
was extremely convenient for us. 

"For starters, I guess I should say my condolences." 

As I was silently thinking that, Gakemura-senpai said so. 

"Like, please accept my deepest condolences for the prez?" 

"..Well." 

I shrugged at him, phrasing it that way. 


Ican't say I wasn't struggling to answer. 


"To be honest, I'm not confident in saying I'm grieving more than you 
two—but well, one way or another, I managed to decide to come back to 
school." 

"With that crazy appearance? ...As much of an imposter as always. Don't 
you think so too, Douno?" 

Se 

Rori-senpai stayed silent at Gakemura-senpai's lead in. 

As for myself, I was exasperated. 

However, I would’ve been in trouble if Gakemura-senpai continued to 
take the initiative like that —at least today. I thought of various prefaces, but 
let's just skip all of that — 

And cut to the chase. 

"That day." 

I said. 

"Did Kogu-nee come to this room?" 

"Huh?" 

Gakemura-senpai's atmosphere changed—to a dangerous one. 

"What about the prez? What day is 'that day'?" 

"A week ago, the day Icame here—did Kogu-nee come here after I went 
out? I'm curious about her tracks on that day, as her family—I'm wondering 
if she perhaps stayed here, trying to call on some gentleman aliens." 

"Her tracks, huh?" 

I wonder—Gakemura-senpai once again turned to Douno-senpai. 

"That day, did prez come?" 

"T do not remember." 

Douno-senpai's answer was curt. 

However, that was probably a lie, so—translating it, she remembered but 
didn't want to tell us. 

"Ts that so? You heard it. A real shame, Kushinaka’s lil' bro." 

"Gakemura-senpai, you don't remember either?" 


",..Stop with that roundabout phrasing." 


Gakemura-senpai said silently—as his voice lowered. 

There was no smile or grin hidden behind those words. 

"Essentially, Kushinaka’s lil' bro, you're doubting us, right?" 
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I didn't answer. 

But I didn't intend to play dumb—that was a non-answer meant to 
eloquently convey my intentions. After all, ultimately, if I asked for their 
alibis, they would realize I was doubting them. 

However, as expected, he was sharp. 

Would one normally get it just from that? 

Wanting to find what Kogu-nee did on that day would have been a very 
normal emotion for her family. 

"Well, I get how you feel, Siscon-kun—you can't leave it to the police, can 
you? Cause your beloved little sister was killed—" 

"From my perspective, you sitting here doing nothing is much more of a 
mystery, though. You seem like someone who would set out to catch the 
culprit faster than anyone—" 

"So because I’m not doing that, I might be the culprit? ...Could be, you 
know? Then, what are you gonna do? What would you do if I came out as the 
one who killed the prez?" 

"T'm not thinking you’re the culprit at all." 

I said so forcibly, calmly—but in a purposely provocative tone. 

"I'm only thinking you might be the culprit." 

"Isn't that the same?" 

"It's not. Not at all." 

"If it's not, what are you doing here? ...Aah, that reminds me, you said 
something about being bored of your normal life, searching for some thrills 
or something, no? Then isn't the current situation unexpectedly just what 
you wished for? I might have said the wrong thing to you, then. I shouldn't 
have said 'my condolences'—but congratulations, maybe." 


Anormal life—and an abnormal life. 


Normality and abnormality. 

I see. 

Certainly—the current situation was what I wished for. 

However, that said— 

"... The thing is, we're still enclosed." 

"Huhe" 

"No, no, no—I was simply remembering various things Kogu-nee said. 
Like 'if you want to get rid of your normal life, go experience romance’, things 
like that— anyhow. Well, since you’ve become this aggressive, it makes it 
easier to ask, so how is it? It's a good occasion, so why not tell me your alibi 
around the time Kogu-nee was killed?" 

In reality, I didn't care in the slightest whether Kogu-nee had come to this 
room that day—whether she did or not wasn't a big problem. 

That question was still a preface. 

I couldn't deny that Gakemura-senpai was amazing for noticing 
everything through just the preface—but I wonder, should I have proceeded 
to gather information from Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai individually? 
It felt like Gakemura-senpai was the only one to talk, while Rori-senpai hid 
behind him... like she was completely protected. Though I couldn't imagine 
Gakemura-senpai just admirably wanted to protect his childhood friend from 
me—that said, he might have been surprisingly good at looking after people. 

However, separating the two who confined themselves to this room was a 
great hurdle, and I thought it was better to deal with everything at once. 
Also—having Gakemura-senpai, Rori-senpai, and Fuyako-san... the three 
suspects reunited here talking shouldn't be a bad idea. 

"Alibi—even if you say that." 

Gakemura-senpai said. 

"We don't know when prez was killed." 

"_..Is that so?" 


In reality, that was a nonchalant trap (the accurate estimated time of 
death hadn't been made public), but it didn't work—though I don't know if 
they really didn't know or were just pretending to. 

Ah, no, I could know. 

I glanced at Fuyako-san. 

Were those words true or false—Fuyako-san should’ve known. But I 
couldn't really ask her now, so I would have her tell me later— 

If it was true, Gakemura-senpai was innocent. 

If it was a lie, Gakemura-senpai was the culprit—was that how it would 
work? 

"It was apparently two in the morning. So I would like you two to tell me 
your alibi for that time." 

"The definition of the word 'alibi'?" 

Rori-senpai suddenly spoke. 

"T know everything about it." 

Lone 

Translation: what's an alibi? 

"Err... in common language, it's proof of absence from the scene... 
Essentially, proof of you not being on the scene of the crime when it 
happened." 

"It comes from the latin word meaning 'somewhere else’, Douno." 

Gakemura-senpai added a further explanation. 

He was knowledgeable. 

"Basically, you have something that can prove you're not the culprit — 
however, Kushinaka’s lil' bro. It's manners to start yourself when asking 
others something." 

"Eh? My—alibi?" 

"Yeah. In my world, you're as much of a suspect as anyone else. Why must 
I be doubted one-sidedly?" 


An eye for an eye—how should I say, that was very like him. 


And I was waiting for those Gakemura-senpai-like words. I thought he 
would pose more problems, but he asked exactly what I expected him to. 

I answered. 

"IT was sleeping at home. That's all. If I had to say, I don't have any alibi— 
what about you, Fuyako-san?" 

Here I was nonchalantly—able to confirm Fuyako-san's alibi. 

Thanks to Gakemura-senpai's provocation. 

"Eh? Mee" 

She seemed surprised, but eventually answered. 

"Me too, I think I was sleeping at home." 

So no alibi. 

Before Fuyako-san started to doubt anything, I turned towards 
Gakemura-senpai and said "As you heard." 

"We told you ours—nowit's both your turns." 

In reality, it wasn’t exactly logical that they had to tell us just because we 
said it, but humans are social animals so the notion of exchange is engraved 
in our minds. Even the weirdos Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai shouldn't 
have been exceptions. 

However— 

"Same for me." 

An expected answer came from Gakemura-senpai. 

"Twas sleeping at home. If I can, in addition, answer your earlier question, 
that day, you see, how was it again, about 30 minutes after you left, prez did 
come here. Douno, prez, and I talked, the three of us—then Douno and I left. 
Leaving prez alone—we didn't do any training camp. Hearing that, don't you 
think it's our fault that prez died?" 

"...No, not really—" 

As Ianswered—I thought. 


Sleeping at home—in other words, no alibi. 


If I had to say, assuming one of the three killed Kogu-nee, I would've 
leaned towards Gakemura-senpai being the culprit... but he didn't have an 
alibi? 

Then, only Rori-senpai was left—by process of elimination, was she the 
culprit? I heard that the process of elimination was often used in mystery 
novels to limit the potential culprits, but... Inaturally turned my gaze towards 
Rori-senpai, however, 

",..AS I told you, I clearly understand the meaning of alibi." 

She said something totally off-the-mark. 

It seems that explanation wasn't enough. 

"As we Said... Let's say A-san was killed at noon on the first of December 
in Hokkaido. So, in this affair we have B-san, a potential suspect. However, 
at the time A-san was killed, B-san was in Okinawa. Like that, it's physically 
impossible for B-san to have killed A-san, isn't it? That situation is what we 
call an alibi." 

"Thank you very much for that explanation aimed at dumb kids. You have 
all the gratitude in my heart." 

After saying something that came off more as sarcasm than a lie, she still 
didn't seem quite convinced and made an unsatisfied face. 

I added more to that explanation. 

"Of course, people can always lie, though not as much as you, so we need 
more definite proof. Like the testimony of a third party, or a flight ticket... Do 
you understand?" 

Rori-senpai nodded. In body language, she often didn't lie. Even if she 
wasn't completely honest, she could pass as someone normal with just that. 

I then asked. 

A question including a counterplan for Rori-senpai. 

"Please answer, yes or no. Around two o'clock in the morning of the 
eleventh of November, Rori-senpai, did you have an alibi?" 


A two-way choice. 


Even if she only told lies, turning it around like that, she has no other 
choice than to be honest. 

How about that, I turned to Fuyako-san. 

"...I[t was more normal than I thought." 

Her evaluation was low. 

A shock! 

Well, okay, it wasn't a bright enough idea that it needed to be in bold... In 
the first place, if she didn't answer with just yes or no, that idea would’ve 
been instantaneously ruined. 

I was assuming that Rori-senpai would be sincere, even though she was a 
liar —however, we still had a chance. 

If hypothetically, Rori-senpai was the killer. 

There was no way she wouldn't claim having a solid alibi— 
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Rori-senpai still seemed to hesitate about the meaning of "alibi", but 
eventually— 

"Yes," 

She said. 

My simple self thought "Yay" fora moment, but—in this case, yes meant 
no. In other words—Rori-senpai didn't have an alibi. 

..Huh? 

"Eh, e-err—" 

"Yes," 

Rori-senpai repeated herself. 

"Yes, PreCure 5%." 

Me 

Rori-senpai added a rare, at least for her liar self, and no matter how you 
think, unnecessary in this situation, joke. 

What kind of tension was that? 
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"The-then—Rori-senpai, what were you doing that day, during that 
time?" 

"TI answered yes, didn't I? I do have that ‘alibi' thing. That day I was eating 
Okinawan lion dogs with B-san in Okinawa on the monorail." 
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I felt like her talking about Okinawan lion dogs, something thought to 
chase evil away, as if it was a famous Okinawan dish, wasn't a gag but a 
serious misconception, but the situation wasn't appropriate to correct her on 
that. 

Asking her for something concrete would lead nowhere. 

Asking for what Rori-senpai was concretely doing on that day is a hard 
task—furthermore, it didn't serve any purpose. 

Rori-senpai said no. 

She didn't have an alibi. 

Right—from her perspective, it's not that she didn't know the word alibi, 
she didn't know the concept. So, thinking about it more, not knowing the 
concept of alibis, there was no way she could have fabricated one. 

..Eh? 

"Wait... Hold on a minute." 

I hadn't talked about Byouinzaka-senpai's deduction to Gakemura- 
senpai, Rori-senpai, or Fuyako-san. I hadn't even let them notice I saw 
through the trick of the clock tower. Even Gakemura-senpai shouldn't have 
noticed that. The culprit should still think they were doing well —they should 
think they even deceived the police. I think they don't even know that the key 
and rope were retrieved from that storage room—therefore. 

It was weird for them to not claim to have an alibi. 

But all three of them—had no alibi? 

Sea 

"..What's up?" 

Gakemura-senpai frankly asked a question. There didn't seem to be any 


hidden meaning. It wasn't a sarcastic question. 


"You're making a face like you're disappointed." 

"No... It feels like things don't match well." 

"Well, with no alibi, I guess we can't limit the number of suspects—" 

Gakemura-senpai showed his comprehension—it was certainly a shame 
we couldn't eliminate suspicions, but in reality, I was facing the exact 
opposite problem than the one Gakemura-senpai was talking about. 

I'm beaten... 

Like that, I couldn't even face Byouinzaka-senpai. 

With no alibi for anyone, we had no other choice than changing her 
deduction itself. 

"Hey, Kushinaka’s lil' bro." 

Gakemura-senpai—abruptly spoke. 

He completely took me by surprise. 

"You, who were you indoctrinated by?" 
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Crap. 

He saw through—no, we're talking about Gakemura-senpai. He shouldn't 
have known who hid behind me yet. Just, he must have been waiting for the 
timing when I lowered my guard. Of course, he didn't have supernatural 
powers, so there was no way he found out that I knew the trick used in the 
crime—but he must have felt something unnatural from my conduct— 
something that would’ve been impossible for the imposter I was. 

Because he was genuine. 

I failed. 

Even though I thought I was aware enough of the fact I was facing the gold 
general— 

"'Indoctrinated', that's not—" 

"I mean, I have a general guess. There's only one person who would do 
something like in this school—" 

Gakemura-senpai ignored me and affirmed that. 


"It's Byouinzaka, isn't it?" 


Denying it here—is simple, yet difficult. 

He was certainly only guessing. However, as the former one-man student 
council, he was bothered plenty by his junior Byouinzaka Meiro—putting it 
another way, that showed how long they'd known each other. 

Escaping from that intuition was difficult. 

Even nearly impossible. 

Gakemura-senpai then said what served as the finishing blow. 

"On the day the prez died, you were with Douno at the gate, no? Then, you 
witnessed the prez's death with her—I heard you acted pretty close with 
Byouinzaka at that time. With her leaving a hand on your shoulder and all." 

""_.. How well informed." 

I wondered how he got that much information from the liar Rori- 
senpai...° I could only imagine sympathy or telepathy only known by 
childhood friends at play there. 

"As you said, I was indoctrinated by Byouinzaka-senpai." 

Thad to confess. 

But even so, I didn't intend to show any agitation—I feigned toughness. I 
acted like being discovered didn't bother me one bit. 

Well, fine. 

This might sound like I'm acting tough, but I planned on telling them that 
Byouinzaka-senpai took the detective role in the end—it was clearly a failure 
that I wasn't able to say it with my own timing, but it wasn't an irrevocable 
one. 

"In reality, Byouinzaka-senpai is a good friend of mine." 

"R-really!?" 

Fuyako-san was surprised. 

I couldn't blame her—Rori-senpai must have seen it coming since last 
week, but for her, it was totally impromptu. 

"Thad her give me a hand in finding the culprit in this case." 


"Liar. Don't you mean you're being made to go along with Byouinzaka?" 


Gakemura-senpai said, as if spitting it out. 

"As if she has any friends." 

"... That's pretty harsh." 

For Byouinzaka-senpai. 

No, for me? 

"Haven't you been bullied by Byouinzaka too?" 

"Never. She just teaches me how to play shogi. And classical music, too, I 
guess... 1am quite in her care. I cannot thank her enough." 

"But that said, that's not a reason to obediently investigate the alibis for 
her. Not just for Douno or me—for Togishima too." 

I couldn't uphold the toughness I’d feigned. Oi oi... I thought I was being 
sneaky. Did you see through that too? 

How much of a real deal was this person? 

"Setting aside Byouinzaka, it seems you have friends—however, I can't 
praise doubting your friends." 

Gakemura-senpai said, pressing me for an answer. 

"_..Eh? What does that mean?" 

Fuyako-san asked me restlessly—I couldn't answer. That was my only 
choice against someone I couldn’t fool with lies —however, even if she didn't 
have that skill, if I remained silent here, the truth would surface on its own. 

In other words. 

That I pretended to ask Fuyako-san to cooperate while not forgetting to 
treat her like a suspect — 

"Aah. So that's how it is." 

"Fuyako-san—"! 

"Wait, sorry." 

Let's be happy she didn't hit me with her fist. 

She delivered a powerful slap to my cheek with her palm. There wasn't 
enough power to blow me backwards, but it was clear she did it with all her 
might. Fuyako-san stormed out of the room before I could react in any way. 


I thought about going after her, but— 


I don't need to explain how meaningless that would be. 

Abh... 

I'm taking back what I said. 

That was an irrevocable mistake. 

In the worst case I thought of asking Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai 
an ultimatum — the taboo two-way question: "Did you kill Kogu-nee?", and 
have Fuyako-san tell me about the veracity of their yes or no. 

And that plan was now ruined. 

After letting out a deep sigh, 

"I'm blaming you, Gakemura-senpai." 

I said. 

"What are you doing to me? Fuyako-san was one of my few friends." 

"Didn't I tell you? You're far more weird for doubting your friends. You're 
an idiot too. Being used by Byouinzaka—she only thinks about her own 
entertainment, you know? She thinks of others as insects... No, she's not 
thinking about them in the first place." 

"She's surprisingly caring to her junior though." 

"Ahn. It's you we're talking about. I bet you saw something scary and 
wanted to approach her? Plus, I told you some unnecessary things —that was 
really uncalled for. Well, even then, I should have thought more and realized 
Byouinzaka would take a liking to an imposter like you." 

me " 

"However, you're—more of an imposter than I thought. A real imposter... 
Actually, more of a fake human. Are you really an inhabitant of this planet?" 

"You're really saying some awful things. Do you think that will hurt me or 
something?" 

"Heh. I'm being serious though. I wouldn't be surprised if you confessed 
to being an intramarinal life form, you know." 

"Wouldn't it be 'extraterrestrial' life form then?" 

What's even an intramarinal life form? 

That's just a fish. 


"Don't get me wrong. You might be feeling special for pretending to be 
friends with Byouinzaka, but— being involved with special people isn't proof 
of being special. That's just called being a parasite —don't get it wrong. ...Well, 
whatever. It's your choice to lead the life you want. Prez is no more—you and 
Tare unrelated." 

Gakemura-senpai said bluntly. 

That was a declaration of rupture. 

One—unfitting for middle-schoolers. 

"Rori-senpai—" 

"With Douno too. Don't call my childhood friend familiarly. Kushinaka’s 
lil' bro, you're unrelated to Douno too. You're not our friend, and we're not 
yours. Unrelated. Not even enemies—we have no interest whatsoever in you. 
Don't think of parasitizing us —commoner." 

Gakemura-senpai didn't say a word to Rori-senpai — even if she talked, 
she’d only lie, even so he didn't make her speak, he glared at me and said. 


"Don't ever come near us. This is our place. Mine, Douno's—and prez's." 


Ill 


Even if I wasn't forcefully thrown out, in reality, had I stayed any longer, 
I wouldn't have put it past them to do that. I’d heard of Gakemura-senpai's 
heroic saga before the school year even started and any relationship was 
created. There were even some disturbing rumors, like that he had killed 
people in brawls. Even if that was too much of an exaggeration, in Gakemura- 
senpai's case, action always came alongside violence. There's no way a 
culture-focused guy like me could handle him. 

I hurriedly left the club wing. 

Somewhat neglecting the goodbyes. 

When thinking that might have been a farewell for life, even I experienced 
some loneliness. However, well—I couldn't realistically think this was a 
permanent parting. 

If one of those two was the culprit. 

No—even if they weren't. 

Either way, it wasn’t like they were clear of suspicion now— originally, not 
having an alibi would have conversely cleared them of suspicion, but with all 
three lacking one, things changed. 

We had no one else to suspect. 

If I had to say, even I didn't have an alibi. 

..Umm. 

Well, I knew that from the start, but having an alibi at two in the morning, 
even setting the clock tower thing aside, was rather unnatural... 

Especially since we were middle-schoolers. 

As Byouinzaka-senpai said, as long as one wasn't killing someone, we 
would normally be sleeping at that hour. Well, maybe not for Gakemura- 
senpai, who was rumored to date eight people at once... However, even he 
didn't have one. 


I really felt like I was overthrown at the root. 


Either way, I was in need of advice from Byouinzaka-senpai. 

I made Fuyako-san angry, so I couldn't rely on her skill, which meant I 
would be the one to judge everyone's credibility — 

Did Fuyako-san go home? 

I thought she might have been waiting for me outside the door like Rori- 
senpai that day, but no such sweet developments awaited me. 

She went home—or returned to her student council duties. 

Well, we'd see each other in class tomorrow anyway (assuming I would 
start going to school normally). Having some time to cool off seemed better 
than sending her a weirdly meek mail. 

Fuyako-san needed time to calm down. 

Naturally, as Gakemura-senpai suggested, I did something as insincere as 
doubting my friend, so no wonder I got slapped—however, that said, it 
couldn't be avoided. 

For me, it was an unavoidable fact that Fuyako-san was included in the 
list of suspects. 

Thad prepared an excuse, but I didn't feel like I was in the wrong. 

Kinda like that. 

"However... Where did I screw up—I don't think Byouinzaka-senpai's 
deduction had any real errors..." 

Even so. 

In the end, it was nothing more than a detective pretend game. 

In the same way culprits can make mistakes, detectives can too —After all, 
no human on this Earth makes no mistakes. 

"T think there's no way they noticed I knew about the trick, but... Even if, 
in a one in a million chance, they did, they have no reason to pretend not to 
have the alibi they prepared—" 

As I mumbled alone (I talked less formally alone) and walked, I arrived at 


the third floor of the north building, the music room. 


I felt depressed when thinking of how to report it to Byouinzaka-senpai, 
but I couldn't run away with my tail between my legs. The story wouldn't 
advance if the assistant didn't fulfill his role. 

No matter what Gakemura-senpai said. 

I was cooperating with Byouinzaka-senpai. 

We were friends. 

"T have just returned~."' 

Resolving myself, I knocked at the door and raised such a voice, then 
entered the music room—however, there was no one there. 

Byouinzaka-senpai wasn't there. 

" ..Huh?" 

Even though I’d asked her to wait for me here—where had she gone? The 
toilet, maybe—her shoes were here, so it wasn’t like she went home... Was 
the story okay if it was the detective who ignored their role? 

I vacantly gazed at Byouinzaka-senpai's shoes and sat on a chair at 
random. 

By the way, Kogu-nee's shoes hadn't been discovered. 

The culprit probably took them back home. 

Even if they could return the rope from the storage room back, her shoes 
must have been harder to deal with, so they must have still been waiting on 
it—if they were found in the culprit's room, that would’ve been definitive 
proof. 

Well, they might have just thrown it somewhere... But approaching the 
case from that direction was more professional. In other words, better for the 
police. 

Anovice such as myself could merely rely on conjecture. 

We likely didn't have much time—the time limit was inching closer to 
Byouinzaka-senpai than I would’ve thought. Her game was finding the truth 
before the police arrested the culprit — 

So, where had she gone? 


She wasn’t coming back. 


But well, it probably wasn’t important enough that I needed to send her a 
mail. I thought about playing a random CD, but I wasn’t a fan of touching a 
room when its master wasn't present. 

Driven by boredom, I thought. 

Normal life. 

Abnormal life. 

Abnormal. 

And—the enclosed world. 

What I’d wished for—huh. 

Isee. In that sense, I was this case's culprit —that's a point one could make, 
perhaps. And from that perspective, I could understand Gakemura-senpai's 
attitude—no, I don't have to understand it in such a roundabout and indirect 
way. 

Because he probably hated people like me to death. 

...Let me see. 

I thought of something. 

The stun gun used to make Kogu-nee lose consciousness. 

In this day and age, it was something anyone could get their hands on— 
that said, I was curious about their way of obtaining it. However, I had a 
hypothesis about that—that day, if Kogu-nee visited that clubroom and 
stayed there until the end. 

That room has Gakemura-senpai's dangerous items collection. Anything 
from blades to drugs—a big enough collection to make people hide their 
hands. 

I didn't find it necessary so I didn't observe it much, but it wouldn't have 
been weird if that collection included a stun gun. 

Then, of course Gakemura-senpai, but also Rori-senpai and Fuyako-san, 
could have used that stun gun. 

They would only need to return it after using it—no, I couldn't imagine 
that the loose Gakemura-senpai would know strictly everything about that 


gargantuesque collection, so they could have taken it back home. 


However—that would mean this crime really was, as Byouinzaka-senpai 
said, thought up on the spot. 

No matter what, that was too artless. 

Way too eerie—artless. 

"..Mm?" 

I suddenly thought. 

Stun guns... For how long could they steal someone's consciousness? 

No one can predict how long people will stay unconscious with an electric 
shock, can they? 

Even if they rendered her unconscious at around eleven at night—was 
there a guarantee that Kogu-nee wouldn't wake up before two o'clock when 


the clock tower started working (in the unintended way)? 


Huh? 

Then, as I thought, was the trick not used? Was it a delusion thought up 
by Byouinzaka-senpai as a mystery fan? 

However—if we didn't explain it that way, we wouldn't be able to make 
sense of why the clock's minute hand started moving again. Plus, there was 
the clock's delay— 

And, even if those three had no alibis, they had a motive— 

At that moment. 

The music room's door opened. 

Naturally, I thought Byouinzaka-senpai had returned— however, the one 
who opened the door and entered wasn't Byouinzaka-senpai but, of all 
people, Fuyako-san. 

Togishima Fuyako. 

My classmate. 

I tried re-introducing her this late in the story. 

I was that surprised. 

"Fu-Fuyako-san." 


"...As I thought, you're here." 


Fuyako-san—made a bitter smile. 

Then awkwardly said, 

"Sorry for hitting you." 

Looking closer at her, she was sweating a little. 

It felt like she ran full speed here. 

And she apologized first thing—even though I should’ve been the one to 
do so. 

Right. 

I didn't just suspect her. 

T also used her. 

""No—I should be the one." 

I stood up from the chair and lowered my head to bow. 

"T was rude in many ways." 

"Well, kinda." 

But it's fine, Fuyako-san said. 

"Blood rushed up my head too. It was so sudden, and in front of 
Gakemura-senpai, so] got flustered. But... having calmed down, I understand 
your feelings." 

I wasn't boorish enough to repeat to her ''Do you understand my feelings 
of having my sister killed?" 

My feelings... Setting aside whether she really understood them, at least 
Fuyako-san had made efforts to. 

"Saying it now seems like an excuse, but I planned on apologizing 
tomorrow." 

"T thought that too. But I thought the faster the better." 

"Well—"! 

That might be true. 

I was talking about time to cool off or something, but maybe I was just 
pushing the problem to later. 

"Are you fine after being hit? Do you feel pain anywhere?" 


"No. It didn't come from Spain." 


non 

Fuyako-san tilted her head at my high-level wordplay (level 6). 

By the way, the correct answer was "it didn't cause any pain”. 

However, of all things, Fuyako-san gave up on retorting to my joke and 
returned to the main subject by saying "But really, Kushinaka, you're mean." 

"T was in the wrong to have hit you, but you should reflect on your actions 
too. Really, Kushinaka, you're three weeks too early to try using my skill." 

That was relatively close. 

"But well, if you're willing to reflect, I'm willing to humbly cooperate with 
you." 

It seemed she would cooperate pretty easily. 

Anyhow. 

If Fuyako-san was willing to lend me her skill—I couldn’t be any more 
grateful. We could verify the truthfulness of those two's testimony—also. 

"Then, Fuyako-san—" 

"Before doing the talking, mind changing the location?" 

Fuyako-san interrupted me to say so. 

"She doesn't seem to be here now, but I don't want to meet Byouinzaka- 
senpai." 

The Silent Clearing Order. 

Well... Icouldn't ask her the impossible. 

In the first place, Byouinzaka-senpai was the first one to be absent. There 
should be no problem with me absenting myself for a while. I answered her 
"Understood," and started walking towards her. 

"Really... Kushinaka, how did you become so close to Byouinzaka- 
senpai?" 

"Well, little by little..." 

Saying that, we left the music room. 

"Where should we go?" 

"Mm. How about the library?" 


"Understood." 

However, unable to wait for our arrival there, I asked Fuyako-san ''This is 
abrupt, but,'' as we walked in the hallway. 

"Did those two—tell any lies?" 

"No." 

Fuyako-san affirmed. 

"From what I could see, they're innocent." 

eee 

"Of course, innocent when turning Douno-senpai's words on their heads. 
It was also true that Gakemura-senpai didn't know the estimated time of 
death. Ah, but that doesn't mean I'm lying either. Just in case." 

"Yes—"! 

She shouldn't have a reason to lie about not having an alibi—well, I didn't 
have to confirm it anew at this point. 

However, it seemed Gakemura-senpai really didn't know of the time of 
death— did that mean he was definitely not the culprit? 

No, I couldn’t use Fuyako-san's skill as proof... merely as reference. And 
for the ultimate two-way question, it was hard to go back to that classroom 
now... 

"But you see, Kushinaka. To begin with." 

Fuyako-san said. 

"Kushinaka, you said you suspected those two because they had a motive, 
right? That being good friends can lead to murder—I get it, I really do. 
Especially for unstable people like Gakemura-senpai or Rori-senpai—it 
might happen if they come to want to destroy someone or something they 
like. But, what is it? Kushinaka, then—why did you suspect me?" 

ee 

"What could my motive be?" 

"Fuyako-san, you were bad at dealing with Kogu-nee, right?" 


I said. 


I didn't know if I could be honest here—but in the first place, lying to 
Fuyako-san was meaningless. 

"In your case, it's not that you were friends, but that you weren't. Well, 
it's a really common motive for murder." 

"But I'm in a bind if you suspect me just from that. Throughout people's 
lives, they will eventually encounter things and people they hate, won't 
they?" 

"But for you, wasn't Kogu-nee more than someone you didn't like, wasn't 
she more of a bother?" 

"A-a bother?" 

"Yes. Imean—" 

Kogu-nee was, for Fuyako-san—what I was to Gakemura-senpai and 
Rori-senpai. 

Because Fuyako-san liked me. 

Therefore, Kogu-nee was a bother—! 

"AY!" 

I didn't have to say those words that could be interpreted as me being 
conceited. Fuyako-san suddenly raised such a loud voice, akin to a scream. 

She wasn't listening to me. 

Fuyako-san was simply— pressing her hands against her mouth in shock. 

Looking outside the window. 

"W-what happened? Fuyako-san?" 

"N-now." 

It seemed Fuyako-san couldn't articulate well. 

She couldn't connect words as she wanted. However, even then, she 
laboriously said. 

"Someone—jumped off from the clock tower." 

"Eh" 

I directed my gaze towards where Fuyako-san was looking — outside the 
window, we could see the clock tower. From our angle, from the north 


building, we couldn't see the base of the tower but — 


"J-jumped off?" 

"No, I don't know—m-maybe they were pushed off...!" 

"Who!" 

I closed on Fuyako-san. 

It was an irrational question—there's no way she could differentiate 
between people at such a distance. Further, it was already quite dark at this 
hour— 

Even so, Fuyako-san said. 

After leaving the preface "I don't know, but..." 

"T think it was aman—they were ina gakuran—" 

ot 

As soon as I heard that—I rushed out. 

Leaving Fuyako-san behind, I rushed at full speed. 

Descending the stairs skipping every other step— 

Thad a bad feeling — no, it was something clearer than feeling. 

She thought it was a boy wearing a gakuran, which was a perfectly 
reasonable guess from her part—I wasn’t trying to argue with that. 

But, however. 

If they were not a boy but a girl —if they were a girl wearing a gakuran, we 
could restrict that to one person in this academy, and probably in the whole 
country. 

In short—Byouinzaka Meiro. 

No way, Byouinzaka-senpai... Why? 

Trushed out of the building and headed to the auditorium, in other words, 
to the clock tower's base while thinking there was no way— forcing myself to 
think that. 

In the spot Kogu-nee was crushed. 

Most students must have gone home by that time—there shouldn't have 
been a big gallery like for Kogu-nee. No, even so—would the Silent Clearing 
Order be effective at a time like that? 


Either way, my assumption was easily confirmed. 


I didn't even have to close to confirm. 

That gakuran was undoubtedly Byouinzaka-senpai's. 

Her body was floating inside something resembling a puddle made of her 
own blood. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai!" 

Rushing to her side, I looked up at the clock tower—there's no way she 
had a reason to jump from here, someone must have pushed her off. 

But who? 

The clock tower's time—wasn't off. It was properly four and a half hours 
ahead — it didn't seem to have been used again for murder. 

Icrouched and tookher up in my arms. Her sticky blood stuck and weighed 
on my arms and torso, but I couldn't be bothered with that — 

"Byouinzaka-senpai! Byouinzaka-senpai!" 

Eventually. 

Byouinzaka-senpai— answered my calls. 

Though it was just on the level of blinking, she clearly answered. 

She was alive. 

Byouinzaka-senpai was pushed off from the clock tower's roof —but still 
alive. 

"A-an ambulance..." 

I took out my phone with my blood-sullied hands. I tried pressing the 
buttons for the 119 with my trembling hands—but would they make it in 
time? 

I had immediately averted my eyes—I had averted my eyes from this 
scene I couldn't bear to see, but Byouinzaka-senpai's state wasn't much 
different from Kogu-nee's. It seems Kogu-nee fell on her head, but it looked 
like Byouinzaka-senpai fell on her back. So her skull was barely intact— 
however, I had no way of knowing if her insides were fine. 

"Shit." 

My fingers are getting entangled. 


In the first place, I heard the number 119 was decided during the dial 
model days in order to calm down the people calling — but that consideration 
was meaningless for mobile phones. 

Tended up entering the wrong button and clicked my tongue, then reset it. 
Trying again— 

There. 

There, my wrist was tightly squeezed. I don't know if that was to be 
expected or not, but it was Byouinzaka-senpai's hand—Byouinzaka-senpai 
on the verge of death. Her hand, full of blood, was gripping my wrist full of 
blood. 

"Ah—" 

Then. 

Byouinzaka-senpai showed me a certain expression. 

It was bearing an unbearable pain —but still conveyed a certain meaning. 
A certain expression. With that momentary expression—I was told the truth 


of this case by Byouinzaka-senpai. 


Ill 


After that, Byouinzaka-senpai was brought to the nearest hospital by an 
ambulance, but passed away before reaching it. The curtains fell on this 
detective game, taking her own life in exchange for the truth. 

Byouinzaka Meiro. 


She won the game, but lost in life. 
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Allin all, an epilogue. 

Yay. 

About one month and ten days passed since Byouinzaka-senpai's death 
anniversary — it was the 27th of December. 27th of December, in other words, 
winter break. Even though I said the school was an enclosed world with 
nothing outside of it, that was obviously just a delusion from an elementary- 
schooler. Outside of the school gates lay the school route, and when taking 
that in the opposite direction, our homes awaited. My home had a room 
formerly used by both Kogu-nee and I, but I was now the only one to use it. 
And during winter vacation, being part of no clubs, I didn't need to go to 
school. 

Ultimately, school was merely a part of my life. 

Even if it was the majority of it, it wasn’t all of it. 

That's how it is. 

Having finished my daily quota of homework early (I was the type to 
divide that kind of homework in parts and do an equal amount every day), I 
was killing time with an attempt at a nap when I abruptly heard the 
interphone ring. 

Both my parents were working despite it being winter break. It happened 
right after I started nodding off, so I thought of just ignoring it, but it 
would’ve been a problem if it happened to be an important delivery. 

I descended the stairs while rubbing my sleepy eyes and tried taking the 
receiver of the interphone— but hesitated. Our interphone was equipped with 
a camera, so the visitor was displayed on a monochrome screen. The person 
displayed there was not an employee of the post office nor a delivery person. 
They certainly weren't any of those. However, even more than that—the 


person displayed on the monitor was someone who shouldn't have been there. 


After I hesitated for a while, the visitor pressed the interphone once again. 
As if they’d found out I was the one inside. 

T unwillingly took the receiver with my left hand. 

"Yes, who could it be?" 

After I said that, they named themselves. 

And hearing that name— "...Please hold on a minute," I had no choice but 
to say So. 

Since I was in the middle of my nap, I was still in my pajamas—after 
hurriedly changing clothes, I headed towards the main entrance. 

The outfit I changed to was—of course, Kogu-nee's uniform. It had been 
a month and ten days since the last time I passed my hands through those 
sleeves. It was the second time. 

On the other side of the door—she was waiting. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai..."' 

The one who should have died after falling from the clock tower— 
Byouinzaka Meiro. 

There, she calmly — smiled. 

"N-no way! There's no way Byouinzaka-senpai could be alive! It has to be 
a ghost! If you're not a ghost, show me your legs! Show me up to the crotch!" 

" Ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha 
hahahahahahahaha!" 

My joke was well received. 

I mean, there was no way Byouinzaka-senpai would laugh in such a loud 
voice—it wasn't even a ghost, just someone else. 

She just looked similar. 

Her atmosphere was merely similar—and looking at the details, one could 
even say they didn't look anything alike. Their hairstyles were different, and 
their clothes too. Byouinzaka-senpai had a bob cut, but she had straight long 
hair. And contrary to Byouinzaka-senpai's long, masculine gakuran, she was 
wearing a normal uniform for girls. 


A uniform I hadn't seen in the region. 


She didn't seem to be a middle-schooler... maybe a high-schooler? 

"Er... you are—"" 

"Yah, yah, sorry to have startled you. That said, I came impromptu 
expecting to surprise you, so apologizing like that is rather hypocritical, I 
guess? But that's my personality, you see. Even I can get a little troubled when 
I fail to control it. I think that not I, but a version of me from a previous life 
must have committed some wrongdoings causing that, so I would be glad if 
your magnanimous heart could tolerate me. By the way, I’d been hearing of 
you for a long time, Kushinaka Choushi-kun—what a cute outfit you have 
there. Is that your big sister's uniform? Well, setting that aside, Kushinaka- 
kun, are both your parents out? No, seeing that you, a middle-schooler, came 
out to the door, I guess you're alone right now. And this indeed looks like a 
single house with both parents working—no, no, even if I set it aside, you 
look good crossdressing. I was surprised. If you show me such a cute sight, I 
have no other choice than getting back to the main point. I even wondered if 
I had the wrong house. Aren't you way more feminine than my crude self — 
oops, the word 'feminine' has become a chauvinist term during these times, 
hasn't it? I wonder if it's fine for me to say it as a girl. That's a difficult issue. 
That reminds me, if you pronounce the word 'chauvinist' as Chow Vinist, 
doesn't it sound weirdly foreign? Aah, that was an unrelated topic—my bad, 
I love talking about unrelated things. On that note, my name is Byouinzaka 
Kuroneko, nice to meet you." 

Laat 

Was that an introduction just now? 

She kept talking on and on with an impressive fluency though... 

However, Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 

Earlier on the interphone, she had only given her surname, but now that I 
learned her full name, it rang a bell. 

I had heard it only once from Byouinzaka-senpai. 


Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 


That was someone Byouinzaka-senpai brought up often—the name of her 
cousin. 

"Byouinzaka Kuroneko. An eighteen-year-old highschool girl. If you 
could familiarly call me KuroneKo-san, that alone would make me happy. My 
charming points are my large chest which contrasts with my small stature, 
but regrettably, a first year middle-schooler wouldn't get that appeal." 

Saying that, Byouinzaka Kuroneko— KuroneKo-san opened the entrance 
door on her own and entered the premises, uninvited. As I was thinking about 
how she referred to herself with 'boku'” despite being a girl, she soon arrived 
before my eyes. 

Her atmosphere was similar, but as I thought, the finer details were 
different. 

What's up with that nonchalant shamelessness... 

However, the closer I looked, the more her atmosphere reminded me of 
Byouinzaka-senpai—were cousins normally that similar? She said she was 
eighteen. If Byouinzaka-senpai hadn't been killed and had lived on—in five 
years, wouldn't she have been exactly like that? 

No—she didn't want to. 

She said something like that, didn't she. 

"You heard about me, that's—I guess." 

I asked KuroneKo- san, who had come pretty close. 

"I guess, Byouinzaka-senpai... you heard it from Meiro-san?" 

"Well yes. After all, Meiro-chan and I were cousins on very great terms— 
ahaha. Really, that said, it's a little cold. Cold enough that talking while 
standing is a bit harsh. Besides, I'm not from the region. I came from 
somewhere quite far. So talking while standing is really hard. Unlike Meiro- 
chan, I have no stamina whatsoever." 


Was she telling me to let her inside the house? 


'9 Boku (#) is a gender-neutral pronoun in japanese, but more often than not used by men. 


It was actually an impressive amount of shamelessness... Was she going 
to ask that much on our first encounter? What kind of life had she led? 

If I remembered correctly what Byouinzaka-senpai had told me, 
KuroneKo-san was afraid of people... How so? 

That was the first time I’d seen someone so friendly. 

Even just her nonchalance surpassed that of Gakemura-senpai. 

"...If that's okay with you, please come inside. Though I can only serve you 
tea." 

"Ts it fine? You know, sorry, it looked like I forced you." 

While saying things like that, KuroneKo-san opened the entrance door on 
her own and hastily made her way inside. 

She would make for a great salesman. 

I followed after her inside. 

Mm...? But why was she in a uniform during winter vacation? No, well, I 
was in Kogu-nee's uniform too. 

"Er... Could you wait on the second floor, in the room just after the stairs? 
I will bring you the tea there. It's a room with bunk beds. The door is open, so 
you will know for sure." 

"No need to bother yourself —is what I should say, but I love being taken 
care of." 

Jesting like that, KuroneKo-san climbed the stairs as I indicated to her. 

She really was a cat... 

Plus, she had cat-eyes. 

However, even so, she was a little slow at climbing the stairs. Either she 
was tired or she was telling the truth about having no stamina. That's what I 
thought after seeing her. 

However, Byouinzaka Kuroneko, huh... That cousin, why in the world had 
she come here? She was almost the opposite of Byouinzaka-senpai in her 
amount of speech, which somewhat overwhelmed me, but thinking about it, 
she hadn't stated her business yet. It was really amazing that she managed to 


enter the house like that... 


Well, that said, I could guess. 

She might have been waiting for things to calm down, I'm sure—she had 
been waiting for winter break to come. 

Apparently, she wasn't from around here. 

Thinking about what I had heard from Byouinzaka-senpai, she likely 
didn't lie about coming from afar. 

And why would she do something so time-consuming as that—of course, 
to hear about the incident from me. 

About the serial killing incident that happened last month in Kazusaen 
Academy. 

The first victim being— Kushinaka Kogushi. 

The second victim being — Byouinzaka Meiro. 

And the third victim being —Togishima Fuyako. 

"...1 guess she came to hear the truth about her close cousin's death—no, 
I wonder. If Iam to believe Byouinzaka-senpai's words, she was the source 
of her detective game—" 

Byouinzaka-senpai imitated her—that was where she should have gotten 
the idea for that detective game. 

And as a result of that—she lost her life. 

ee : 

Just thinking about it wouldn't lead me anywhere. 

As I was doing that, the water had reached its boiling point, so I made the 
tea and put the cups on a tray, climbed the stairs while being careful not to 
spill any, and returned to my room. 

KuroneKo-san was sitting on the swivel chair, facing the desk. 

Umm... nice. 

A life where a highschool girl in uniform was in my room. 

I thought so, even if it was inappropriate. 

"Ts that your homework for winter vacation?" 

KuroneKo-san turned the chair to face me and pointed at my notebooks 


with her hand. It seemed she looked around the desk without permission. 


"That's quite the amount of work." 

"Not really. I'm pretty loose—I'm basically lacking in things like guts or 
perseverance." 

I put down the tray with the two cups on the floor and sat cross-legged 
there. Seeing that, KuroneKo-san got off the swivel chair and sat across me 
on her knees. Sadly, this room didn't possess the famous objects known as 
floor cushions. 

By the way, KuroneKo-san's skirt was unnaturally long, so even sitting in 
front of me, it didn't feel risky in the slightest. Rather, me sitting with a skirt 
without being used to it was probably more risky. 

KuroneKo-san, 

"Ahahahaha!" 

And, she laughed. 

"It's been a while since I last had to face a middle-schooler—to tell you 
the truth, Iam quite tense right now, but really, Kushinaka-kun—no wonder 
Meiro-chan would lower her guard. You release quite the interesting 
atmosphere, don't you? Despite how I may look, I am quite confident in my 
judgement of men. I have seen all sorts of men in the past 18 years of my life. 
So fret not, Kushinaka-kun, you are not an imposter—" 

"Eh..." 

No—was it a coincidence? 

Or maybe she’d heard from Byouinzaka-senpai...? 

That I was an imposter. 

"But well, it feels a little difficult to convey that to others. Rather, you 
must be good at putting a distance between yourself and others." 

"...I act moderately regarding intimacy and appropriately contrarianly 
towards indirect amiability and nonchalant exclusion. That's a doctrine of 
mine." 

"A splendid way of life. 1am envious." 

I am bad at judging my distance from others, you see—KuroneKo-san said. 


That line was surprising from someone stepping so shamelessly into people's 


houses—no, was that shamelessness because she couldn't grasp the distance 
with others? 

Afraid of people. 

And—unable to get used to it. 

Not trying to get used to it. 

Used to—not getting used. 

"_..So, what business do you have today?" 

I decided to ask at this time. 

Talking with KuroneKo-san was quite fun, but I couldn't follow her in 
meaningless discussions forever. Especially since it seemed she loved going 
on tangents, so if I went along with her, we would never get to the main topic. 

"If you were searching for Byouinzaka-senpai's house, it's not here at 
all—if I remember correctly, she commuted to school by train." 

"Tam planning on visiting her house afterwards. But I needed to finish my 
business with you before that — Kushinaka-kun." 

"..KuroneKo-san, you weren't at Byouinzaka-senpai's funeral, were 
you?" 

"T had school, you see." 

She said so without hesitation. 

No—aren't funerals something you normally get excused from school to 
goto? 

That question must have appeared on my face. 

KuroneKo-san smiled meaningfully — 

"T can't deal with places with lots of people." 

She said. 

Hum...? 

That's a pretty bizarre reason. 

Was that her fear of people? 

However, now I understood the reason why she’d come from so far away 


in her uniform during winter vacation—in short, it was her mourning dress. 


It was a little early for the 49 days ?°, but if she intended to visit 
Byouinzaka-senpai's house later on, that must’ve been it. 

"Well, I bet you don't have that much free time. Nor do I. I do have a bus 
going back home at night. I hope I don't take the wrong one... You see, I want 
you to tell me about the case in which Meiro-chan was killed." 

"Yeah...—I see." 

If she asked me head-on, I couldn't disregard it. I didn't forget to preface 
it with "It will be a pretty long story though," to which she replied "I do not 
mind." 

She showed me a calm smile. That was definitely not the smile of one 
wanting to hear stories about her deceased cousin. 

Unlike Byouinzaka-senpai—I couldn't read her expressions. 

What was this person thinking? 

Still unable to figure that out, I told KuroneKo-san about that ominous 
serial killing case—I ended up thinking about that case for the first time ina 
while. Unable to decide how much I should talk about or where I should start, 
I talked on and on without much coherence, going on tangents at times. 
Unlike Byouinzaka-senpai, she sometimes made little movements to show 
she was listening—no, rather, to show that she was good at making people 
talk. I felt like she made me talk about things I clearly didn't need to bring up. 
Every time I said something like ''Really, at that time, we talked like idiots, 
Kogu-nee and I", KuroneKo-san looked like she was having a lot of fun. 

Anyway, she was very friendly and sociable. 

She really felt like a friendly cat. 

"Hmm." 

However, when the story reached the last moments of Byouinzaka- 
senpai's life—even she closed her eyes as if mourning. 

"Both you and I ended up losing a relative to that case—a big sister for you, 


and acousin for me. ...Kushinaka-kun. Well, that said, in reality, Meiro-chan 


20 In Buddhism it is tradition to visit the defunct 49 days after their death. 


and I weren't that close. Us being friends was a lie. lam an ungrateful person 
cold to their relatives, you see—you could even say we only met face to face a 
couple of times." 

"Heeh... Really?" 

That was unexpected. 

No, maybe not that much? 

Since they were living in different regions. 

Really, KuroneKo-san nodded. 

"But well, even with those brief moments of contact, I was certain that 
Meiro-chan and I were of the same breed—you think so too, right?" 

"Well—indeed." 

I was half-serious when I thought she was Byouinzaka-senpai's ghost at 
first. 

Their atmospheres at least resembled one another. 

"However, you see— Meiro-chan and I differed on one crucial point. That 
is, Meiro-chan had no ability to gather information—and I have that." 

"Information?" 

"She ended up relying on you because she didn't have that, didn't she? 
However, for detectives—or pretend detectives like you two, the ability to 
gather information is essential." 

"Well... that is true. However, what about it?" 

"Nothing. I am simply bragging about knowing lots of things. And I 
thought that, conversely, not having that proved to be fatal for Meiro-chan. 
Ihave absolutely no intention of badmouthing a dead person, moreover when 
they were killed, but Meiro-chan should have been more careful —though it 
was impressive she was able to see through the clock tower trick." 

"Do you think so?" 

By the way, I didn't try to imitate Byouinzaka-senpai in explaining the 
trick with words. I used an illustration from the start. Well, for KuroneKo- 
san, who was good at making people talk, she might have understood it with 


words alone, though. 


"Yes. It's so stupid. I would have never thought of it. Even if I did, I 
would’ve been too embarrassed to say it out loud." 

",..,Byouinzaka-senpai had told me that you too, in the past, got involved 
with a murder case. How was it that time?" 

"Mmm. Well, it's not really that long ago. But well, I feel like we did some 
clumsy detective work—not like we achieved anything meaningful in the 
end." 

"Hmm..." 

Maybe she didn't really want to talk about it? 

Then I shall stop poking at it— unlike KuroneKo-san with this case, none 
of my relatives were killed then. At the very least, I had no right to hear the 
details. 

"So, the rest of the story." 

"Aah. Sorry for interrupting. Go ahead and continue." 

"Wes." 

I inserted a pause. 

"Well, so—it turns out Fuyako-san was the one to push Byouinzaka- 
senpai off the clock tower." 

"Fumu." 

Byouinzaka-senpai nodded. 

The culprit of something that happened in school was a middle-schooler. 
The media were kept in check, as most of the information wasn't made public. 
Even the clock tower trick was hidden. I didn't know how big KuroneKo-san's 
intelligence network is, but I doubt she had a hold of everything. Although 
she must have heard a certain amount, being of the family of one of the 
victims— 

"However, is that possible? For Togishima-san to make Meiro-chan fall 
off the clock tower—to push her off. Didn't she witness it with you? There is 
no way the witness, Togishima-san, could have been the culprit." 

"Tt sounds like you know the answer already." 


I showed a Strained smile. 


I didn't hate that. 

"It's not like I witnessed Byouinzaka-senpai's fall along with Fuyako-san. 
Fuyako-san was the only one to claim having witnessed that. I wasn't 
watching—I only heard her say that. And, in reality, even Fuyako-san— 
didn't see it herself. ...In the first place, what are the chances? The probability 
of witnessing the exact moment someone falls off the broken clock tower no 
one looks at—well, with Kogu-nee's case it gained some attention, but even 
if it wasn't broken any longer, it still indicated the wrong time." 

"Well, of course. So?" 

"..At that time Fuyako-san wasn't looking at anything—she only 
claimed to have seen something. Well, I'm saying it haughtily, but she 
managed to fool me temporarily—and when I reached the base of the tower, 
as Fuyako-san testified, there was someone wearing a uniform— 
Byouinzaka-senpai was laying there." 

Her state was obviously that of one that had fallen off the tower— 
doubting Fuyako-san there would have been crazy 

However, that wasn't the case. 

Imagining a causation there is wrong. 

One can fall without being witnessed — 

One can testify without witnessing the fall of someone. 

No correlation is needed between these two. 

No, strictly speaking, it's not that Fuyako-san didn't see Byouinzaka- 
senpai fall—she pushed her off herself, so naturally she witnessed it. 

However. 

That didn't happen near the music room—that was on the clock tower's 
roof. 

"T only realized that—no, I was told that when looking at Byouinzaka- 
senpai's expression on her deathbed. When I reached her, she was already no 
longer in a state where she could talk—but even so, at the very end, she told 
me." 


In short. 


"The person who testified having witnessed my fall did it." 

"".In other words, fabrication of an alibi, huh." 

I see, KuroneKo-san said. 

"An expression serving as a dying message. That's fitting for the 
expressive Meiro-chan. By lying about witnessing the fall, one can claim to 
not be the one to push her off—naturally, you checked with Gakemura-kun 
and Douno-san later on, right?" 

"Yes. These two were always in the ufology clubroom. Among the three 
suspects— only Fuyako-san claimed to have seen Byouinzaka-senpai fall." 

This was how things likely went down. 

That day, when Fuyako-san rushed out of the ufology clubroom, she went 
straight to the music room. Expecting Byouinzaka-senpai to be there. She 
then used the same stun gun as with Kogu-nee to render her unconscious and 
carried her to the clock tower. No, perhaps she threatened her with it and 
forced her to go there. Anyhow, one way or the other they went up the roof — 
and there, she pushed her off. 

The police had retrieved the key to the clock tower, but none other than 
Byouinzaka-senpai had broken the lock, so it wasn't needed—Fuyako-san 
must have been suspicious of that broken door. She must have felt that she 
had already reached a point of no return. Well, being able to enter the tower 
without a key was good luck for Fuyako-san though. 

She then ran full speed—that reminds me, she was sweating then—so she 
might have checked the ufology clubroom, but in the end arrived at the music 
room. Anyhow, after we had both apologized as much as we wanted, she 
brought me out to the hallway—and pretended to witness Byouinzaka- 
senpai's fall. In reality there was a few minutes’ delay with the fall, but as long 
as no one saw through that lie, she would have gained an alibi. 

I had no ability to detect lies. 

I'm not trying to justify myself, but me getting deceived was inevitable. 

"Hearing that she didn't say the culprit's name directly through her 


expression (dying message)—Togishima Fuyako—it's better to think she 


wasn't threatened but attacked by surprise. Well, carrying someone on stairs 
and up a ladder is certainly tiring, but not impossible." 

"Yes, that's right." 

Of course, conveying the culprit's name directly would have been faster. 

It's obvious. 

And with Fuyako-san's stamina, she could have carried Byouinzaka- 
senpai up the clock tower, in the same way she did with Kogu-nee. 

That being said, for Byouinzaka-senpai to pinpoint the exact trick used by 
the culprit with her fuzzy mind, it was worthy of praise. 

She probably based her theory on seeing me rush to her soon after her 
fall—she guessed that someone told me about her fall as awitness. And—she 
thought that kind of witness relying on an astronomical chance couldn't exist. 

"Really—I had an amazing senior." 

"Ahaha. We are on the same porridge." 

Was that... a gag? 

Not a fumble? 

It wasn't funny though... 

As I was thinking, KuroneKo-san brought the talk back on track. 

"However, what a crime full of gaps—or vulnerable, I should say. Any real 
witness would have ruined that plan—it really was thought up on the spot." 

A crime thought up on the spot —also. 

"Also—a potluck. ...Fuyako-san probably didn't imagine she was doubted 
for Kogu-nee's case—that's why, when Gakemura-senpai brought it up, she 
was shaken tremendously. She thought she had to clear that suspicion— 
which led her to commit another crime." 

"How foolish." 

KuroneKo-san said, curtly. 

I thought the same. 

"The logic was that if she wasn't the culprit of the second crime then she 


didn't commit the first one either. However, in reality, that logic was used 


against her—because she committed the second one, we were able to prove 
she was the culprit for the first one. ...She chose to kill Meiro-chan because 
she was the detective, right?" 

"Yes... after all, Gakemura-senpai talked about how Byouinzaka-senpai 
was involved—you might not understand, being from outside the academy, 
but here in Kazusaen Academy, the name 'Byouinzaka Meiro' was somewhat 
of a threat." 

"T do understand. I am a Byouinzaka too." 

KuroneKo-san said such a thing. 

I was unsure whether I really understood what she meant. 

"The detective is the role most prone to becoming a victim—Meiro-chan 
should have been more aware of that. That there was no privileged position. 
That a powerful nuisance lying in the background—would naturally be 
eliminated." 

"Kill before getting killed, is it? How juvenile." 

"It's artless, isn't it?" 

However, KuroneKo-san tilted her head. 

Making a cute gesture, unexpectedly hitting her chest. 

"Leaving the explanation there would leave questions. For the first 
murder, Togishima-san had a motive but no alibi, right? The clock tower 
being used as a killing device created an inverted logic where having an alibi 
made people more suspicious, and having none cleared people out of 
suspicion. I must admit that impressed me. However, wasn’t the suspicion on 
Togishima-san cleared when she had no alibi?" 

"Aah, about that..." 

What came after was a little hard to say. Because it would lead me to point 
out an error in Byouinzaka-senpai's deduction. However, that doesn't mean 
I shouldn't say it. 

I resolved myself, and said. 

"Byouinzaka-senpai's deduction was right up to the clock being used in 


the murder, but that wasn't really to create an alibi." 


" .Ehe" 

KuroneKo-san sounded surprised. 

"What do you mean?" 

"Even if you ask that... it's hard to explain, but it seems that Fuyako-san 
didn't know of the word ‘alibi' to begin with." 

Like Rori-senpai. 

Not just the word, the concept too. 

She didn't know of the concept of proving her absence from the scene of 
crime. 

At that time, even in the clubroom—she made no comments about it. The 
only ones who knew about that word there were Gakemura-senpai and 
myself. 

If I had paid attention to Fuyako-san's behavior when Rori-senpai asked 
for a clarification, I could have noticed though. How careless of me. 

Her uncle was a policeman—but that didn't mean she was taught all the 
specific vocabulary. 

"Thinking about it, that's the arrogance of mystery novel fans. It's not like 
everyone knows about the mystery vocabulary — alibi, locked room, physical 
trick, switches. Those aren't normally used words, no wonder they wouldn't 
know. We lost sight of that. Since she didn't know of the concept of alibi, 
there's no way she could have created herself one—" 

"Then—what was that clock tower trick? If it wasn't to make herself an 
alibi, why did she use such a big trick?" 

"The reason was more fundamental and selfish." 

I said. 

"She didn't want to dirty her hands—and she didn't want to commit it 
herself. Just that." 

Because using a knife would result in blood spurting. 

Because strangling is a hassle. 

Because she didn't want to kill someone directly. 


A reason on that level. 


"Plus—because she thought of it, I guess. It was a childish crime. As 
Byouinzaka-senpai said, one on a middle school level—" 

But, in the clubroom, Fuyako-san understood the concept of alibi. 
Therefore—in the second murder, she fabricated one for herself. 

Well, for the second one, it was really obvious and simple, and as 
KuroneKo-san said, vulnerable. Certainly not a skilfull alibi creation... 

That too— 

Must have been thought of on the spot. 

"In reality, when she killed Kogu-nee, she didn't make herself an alibi— 
far from that, it seems she stayed on the scene, the roof, the whole time. For 
hours and hours—using the stun gun every time Kogu-nee seemed to be on 
the verge of waking up." 

For how long would a stun gun make someone unconscious— that was the 
answer to the question I had. 

Fuyako-san was constantly keeping watch. 

In modesty, she was watching over her trick to see if it worked well. 

"'_,.Well, so it wasn't really a miscalculation. That she fell to death instead 
of being strangled —it wasn't an error. I mean, there was no calculation in the 
first place. She only wanted to end things without dirtying her own hands — 
even when she saw that Kogu-nee's body was pulled to the side and would 
fall before she was strangled, she must have been like 'Why not?'. Either way, 
it wouldn't change that Kogu-nee died." 

It's dubious whether she intended to move Kogu-nee's body after the trick. 
She never planned on making herself an alibi, so moving the corpse would 
have been meaningless. But, as Byouinzaka-senpai said, it seems she 
returned the rope that fell with Kogu-nee to the storage room (then it was 
retrieved by the police), trying to hide the method of murder at least. 

No. 

It might have been the textbook way of doing things for an exemplary 


student, of returning something where it came from after using it. 


"And even she couldn't avoid dirtying her hands on the second crime— 
well, even if the time was off, that trick only worked because the clock tower 
was frozen. And she didn't have enough leeway to think of another trick that 
would work without dirtying her hands. Well, it's not something easy to think 
of. ..However, Kushinaka-kun. You talked as if that were obvious, but 
wouldn't the culprit be the only one familiar with these kinds of details? Why 
do you know about the actions Togishima-san took that night—" 

"...[ heard them from Gakemura-senpai." 

I answered KuroneKo-san's natural question. 

"From Gakemura-senpai—he who killed Fuyako-san." 

That was—the third case. 

That happened the day following Byouinzaka-senpai's death. 

He didn't use any trick or create any alibi—he simply and violently killed 
her. 

I don't want to describe it concretely. 

I will only say it was on the same level of gore as Kogu-nee's corpse— 
anyhow. 

"His motive was, of course, revenge for having killed Kogu-nee... 
Gakemura-senpai paid me a visit before turning himself in, you see—he 
probably had things he wanted to say to Kogu-nee's little brother. That's 
where I heard that. Well, he must have heard it from Fuyako-san before 
killing her—" 

"So that was the third case—huh. No, the culprit is different, so we might 
as well call it the first case anew." 

"Yes," 

Just adding this for reference, it seems the police had their eyes set on 
Fuyako-san. In the investigations after her death, they found Kogu-nee's 
shoes, a stun gun, and much evidence in her room. For the stun gun, I was off 
the mark. She didn't borrow it from the ufology clubroom but her uncle. It 
seems it was for self-defense. 

Like that. 


The first victim — Kushinaka Kogushi. 

The second victim— Byouinzaka Meiro. 

The third victim—Togishima Fuyako. 

The one who killed both Kushinaka Kogushi and Byouinzaka Meiro was 
the third victim, Togishima Fuyako. And the one who killed her was 
Gakemura Rouya—there ends the summary of the serial murder case that 
took Kazusaen Academy by surprise last month. 

‘wil SEG.” 

There, KuroneKo-san bent her upper body forward as if stretching. It 
seems her body was supple but her breasts were a bother. Still in that stance, 

"Well, from what I could hear, it seems that was a bit too much for Meiro- 
chan to handle." 

KuroneKo-san said as if talking alone. 

"Even though she seemed promising—a shame." 

"If you don't mind reminiscing about her—I could tell you more about 
her." 

"Yes—thank you. That consideration makes me glad. Let me see, I guess I 
should know about how she usually behaved. No, rather, I probably shouldn't 
know... It's hard to say. Aah, but Kushinaka-kun—could you tell me just one 
more thing? Thanks to you, I could comprehend the gist of the incident, but 
there is one last thing that I cannot understand." 

"That you don't understand? What is it? If it's something I can answer, 
please ask away." 

"It's something only you can answer, Kushinaka-kun." 

KuroneKo-san said. 


"In the first place, why did you think of killing your sister?" 


II 


The board Byouinzaka-senpai brought from home in order to play shogi 
with me—was now inside my room. Normally, I should have asked her 
parents to get permission to take it, but people having just lost their daughter 
wouldn't think of such details, so I brought it home from the music room 
without approval. 

Though I wouldn't quite call it a memento. 

It was because I wanted something to remember her by. 

And now, I took that shogi board out of the drawer of my desk, put it 
between me and Byouinzaka-senpai's cousin, Byouinzaka Kuroneko— 
KuroneKo-san finished flipping the pieces and was arranging them 

Naturally, I had the senior king and KuroneKo-san the junior king. 

However, I had the first move. 

"Even if I know the meaning of 'alibi', it's not like I'm knowledgeable 
about mystery novels... So I don't really know the etiquette for this." 

I said as I made the first move. 

Of course, P-76. 

"Well, shouldn't you at least play dumb a little?" 

"Who knows. I heard recently the sportsmanlike—and shameless culprits 
were in vogue." 

Clack, KuroneKo-san immediately played back. 

"For starters, how about starting with the cliché line 'Do you have any 
evidences’, that might be good." 

"Then let’s go with that." 

I played my move too. 

Actually, I'm not good at the opening phase. 

"Do you have any evidence?" 

"None." 

"_..What kind of detective is that?" 


It was anticlimactic like that. 

I could even call it a disappointment. 

"T don't have any. Even so, it's just too unnatural— everyone killed people 
way too easily. I wouldn't have noticed it if this was a mystery novel... in those, 
people die, the victims are killed, the culprits kill—we go in expecting 
murders to happen, so we have to swallow that blindly. But you see, 
Kushinaka-kun—in reality, people don't kill others so easily. Be it an 
accident or on purpose— people don't kill, Kushinaka-kun." 

Seat 

Clack, clack, clack. 

The game progressed disappointingly simply. 

She was on a pretty different level than Byouinzaka-senpai—but even so, 
she was still quite strong. 

Rather, I was weak. 

"Even so, be it Togishima-san or Gakemura-kun, they crossed the line. 
Like that, wouldn't it be natural logic to think they were controlled by 
someone?" 

"Logic—is it?" 

"And thinking upon that, for the three suspects you and Meiro-chan 
thought of—Gakemura Rouya-kun, Douno Kurori-san and Togishima 
Fuyako-san, the reason you two decided on them was, in addition to the 
ability of going up the roof, that they had a motive to kill Kushinaka Kogushi. 
However, to begin with, that motive—isn't that something you gave them?" 

pin 

"Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai loved your sister—one could even 
say they revered her, no? Though the nuance is complicated there—however, 
starting this year, you got involved in that and threw the gears off. You 
inserted yourself between them so that things wouldn't go well with 
Gakemura-kun, and for Douno-san, you meddled with her—you arranged 


things so that being on good terms would serve as a motive." 


"It's natural to not want a dangerous person such as Gakemura-senpai to 
approach my sister. Plus, Rori-senpai is rather attractive, so I think it's 
normal for a boy to want to be on good terms with her—but well, even if we 
say that's right, then, what about Fuyako-san?" 

"That's as you said earlier. A commonplace reason." 

For Fuyako-san, Kogu-nee was— 

What I was for Gakemura-senpai and Rori-senpai— 

Because Fuyako-san liked me— 

That made Kogu-nee be a bother— 

"In the last six months—when the second semester started, it seems 
that's when you started putting efforts in making her join the student council 
and visit the ufology club. You forged the character known as Togishima 
Fuyako to like you. You controlled her—that way. You called your sister 
airheaded and ruling, but you're quite the ruler yourself—normally, things 
wouldn't go that well. And even if they did—you would suffer more. You 
shouldn't be that composed." 

"Composed... is it?" 

"And, when with Togishima-san, you brought up your sister more often 
than necessary and excessively appealed your siscon act, making her develop 
malicious intent towards her. ...Like that, you got a motive all cooked up. Well, 
that's howit is when explained simply, but in reality, that must have required 
an unimaginable amount of effort. You must have been manipulating her in 
your daily life, in each everyday conversation. After all, people don't kill 
others." 

She was stealing my pieces one after another. 

It seems she wasn't willing to play an educational game. 

I quickly lost sight of what I should do. 

Well... I shall make her persevere at least. 

It's vital to know when to retreat —but that doesn't mean being quick to 


retreat is cool. 


"Controlling? I wasn't thinking about anything so grandiose—things 
don't always go as I want. Even for Kogu-nee, she was ruling over Gakemura- 
senpai and Rori-senpai, but it's not like she controlled them. One must stay 
aware that they are fundamentally uncontrollable... But well, Gakemura- 
senpai, Rori-senpai, and Fuyako-san had the potential to begin with—" 

"Potential?" 

"The potential to be a character. If they didn't have that, I wouldn't even 
be able to rule them." 

I said. 

"In that sense, Byouinzaka-senpai was a hard one. Really—what a great 
senior she was." 

"However, Kushinaka-kun. You gave her the character of playing the 
detective part, right?" 

"Well, that's true, but..." 

But she had started moving before I asked her anything—she was 
uncontrollable in her own right. To the point where I had considered asking 
Gakemura-senpai if things didn't go well with her. 

"You gave Meiro-chan the role of the detective character—liable to 
become a victim." 

"And in reality, she did." 

The detective pretend game, and the assistant pretend game. 

",.Anyhow, Kushinaka-kun. You gave each of the three qualified 
motives—motives sufficient to kill Kushinaka Kogushi. No, originally, it 
shouldn't even be close to sufficing as a motive to kill someone—but the 
people concerned started to think it did. You gave them such motives. It's not 
like you shot a few guns at random, but among those three, one would act on 
that motive...maybe." 

An important piece was taken. 

With that the game was mostly decided. 

"However, Kushinaka-kun... you sure like acting dangerously. It's like a 


double standard. Gakemura-kun and Douno-san might have not killed their 


main aim, your sister, but the bother, you, Kushinaka-~kun—and Fuyako-san 
might have not killed your sister but her main aim, you." 

"T was aware of the risk. Also, as long as I knew there was a possibility for 
them to show bloodthirst towards me, I should be able to avoid it —unlike 
Kogu-nee, who knew nothing. ..However, KuroneKo-san. Can't you think 
like that? 'Someone who killed by being given a motive would have killed even 
without one.'" 

"Well, indeed. However—you approached things from a totally different 
direction, in a totally different way... didn't you?" 

"Do you have any evidence?" 

"None." 

KuroneKo-san said. 

"But there is one thing—it would be understandable in a mystery novel 
though, but one problem remained in this case. What do you think it is?" 

"Asking me is cheating, no?" 

"It's not good to create your own rules—it's not the taboo two-way 
question either. Well, fine, I guess. That is, you see, Kushinaka-kun—the 
clock tower with the frozen minute hand. As I said earlier. The trick where 
the tower could be used as a killing device only worked before the minute 
hand didn't move. If I was reading a mystery novel focusing mainly on 
physical tricks, here is how I would think. 'I see, I wonder if the author 
thought of this clock tower with a broken clock in order to make this trick 
viable.' Thinking that, I would accept it. However, if such a case happened in 
reality, I would have no other choice than thinking as follows. 'Isn't it too 
convenient— ?'"' 

Does this kind of coincidence happen? 

If it ever does— 

"Isn't someone's will involved in that?" 


"Someone's will, the author of the story's will." 


Looking back with that in mind, KuroneKo-san said. As she unfolded her 
long talk, her shogi moves didn't seem to falter, and her pace was stable too. 
It was as if both the deduction and the shogi was part of her leisure. She didn't 
seem motivated. 

"You were told about the clock tower roof by your sister when you suffered 
from May blues, around May—and, the minute hand stopped moving, 
counting six months back from November—around May. That coincidence 
kind of caught my interest." 

"Did ite" 

"Yes. On the same level as coincidences such as the crime happening right 
after Togishima-san learned about the clock tower's roof—or her fabricating 
herself an alibi right after learning that word. According to Meiro-chan's 
deduction, the cause of the breakdown was a brick fragment getting caught 
up in the gears. Something physical like that, right? That kind of 
breakdown—if one can go out on the roof, it can be created artificially, 
right?" 

"Though—it wouldn't be simple." 

One would need to repeat it many times over with trial and error —and 
spend quite a lot of time for that to happen. 

I, an experienced person, said it, so it must be true. 

"Then KuroneKo-san, are you saying I was planning on making this case 
happen ever since May?" 

"No, likely not. Far from that, you probably didn't expect Togishima-san 
to use such a trick. You causing a breakdown was simply a prank, to try 
bringing some stimulus in your life." 

"_..A prank, is it?" 

"Exactly. For you, it's the same as forgetting your bento—it's the same as 
confessing to a girl haphazardly. It's nothing but a means to bring down your 
boring daily life. Nothing but an action from someone bored of their peaceful 
life, yearning for some thrills. You likely did the same thing—all over the 


academy." 


The clock tower's hand was nothing but unus eorum for you— KuroneKo-san 
pointed out. 

"And you were already on the verge of giving up... one of the many you had 
given up on. The world won't change with something like the hand of a clock no 
one looks up at stopping—nothing happened, even after six months. I would 
guess you thought something of the sort. However, Kushinaka-kun—these 
kinds of small abnormalities... All of your revolutions against the world were 
enough of a trigger." 

"A stimulus necessary in everyday life—right?" 

"Yes. A stimulus. For Togishima-san, the frozen minute hand was—a 
trigger to move in accordance with her motive." 

Now then, KuroneKo-san said. 

Her pieces had already penetrated my defences— she was near checkmate. 
Iwas trying to persevere, but it felt like a matter of time. No, not even a matter 
of time—KuroneKo-san was simply solidifying her state to perfection. 

"Someone gave her a motive for murder. Someone gave her the tools for 
murder. ...When those two people are linked by an equal sign, wouldn't the 
right thing to do be calling them the culprit?" 

"Setting aside whether I gave her a motive —I didn't stop the minute hand 
wanting her to use it for murder. It's as you said earlier. I simply hoped 
something would change in this enclosed world." 

In the enclosed world— known as school. 

By breaking the clock tower serving as the emblem of Kazusaen Academy. 

Wouldn't that start some kind of revolution—I thought. 

Wouldn't that attract some abnormality, cracking this daily life? 

That was how I thought. 

"It changed, didn't it?" 

KuroneKo-san said. 

"As you wished for." 


In that sense—it was as I wished for. 


That was what I had wished for. 

"Well, in reality, I had wanted to stop the hour hand too —but I gave up on 
that. For me, it was something that trivial." 

"I wonder about that. Didn't you bring Togishima-san on that roof to 
stimulate her individually? If one looked at it shrewdly, even the confession 
you were about to make— could be seen as an incitement towards murder. As 
a shake up." 

"Even if I denied it—you wouldn't believe me, I presume." 

Well, that was fine too. 

But my feelings of wanting to confess to Rori-senpai, Fuyako-san, or even 
Byouinzaka-senpai weren't lies—if they were lies, Fuyako-san would have 
seen through them and that would have been the end of it. 

I didn't care how things rolled out. 

As long as I could partition things—that was fine. 

"Well, since things ultimately matched, if you say it's my fault then it 
indeed is. Will you designate me as the true culprit?" 

"No way. I have no such rights. I have no interest in cultivating your 
hatred—that would go against Meiro-chan's will too. In the end, for me it's 
like that case happened in a parallel universe. I don't feel like getting too 
deeply involved." 

"A parallel world, is it?" 

"Yes. That said, I'm not talking about Nagano, you know?" 

Mat! 

EY... 

That probably was a joke, but it was quite difficult... Why would Nagano be 
a parallel world? Howare things set up in her mind... World, not that... Parallel 
maybe? Parallel, parallel... Ah, I got it, the parallel in skiing. Sliding, setting 
up the skis parallely, we call that high level technique "'parallel.'' So because 
skiing is popular in Nagano prefecture, she said 'parallel world’... Hard to 
understand! 


And not funny at that! 


"However, Kushinaka-kun, thinking about how many lives were ruined 
through your actions makes my chest hurt. Not just the victims—even the 
perpetrators, Togishima-san and Gakemura-kun. ...You made Gakemura- 
kun to kill Togishima-san, didn't you?" 

".... only told him that Fuyako-san was the one to kill Kogu-nee. Along 
with all the evidence to form the deduction. It was only kindness —there was 
no way for me to control what he would do after that." 

"As I thought, you were the one to tell him. Otherwise, Gakemura-kun 
wouldn't have bothered talking to you before turning himself in—even if you 
are her little brother, after all, you fell out regarding your sister right 
before. ...Even if you couldn't control him, you could predict him, right? 
Thinking using Gakemura-kun's personality—and the motive you gave him. 
Rather, Gakemura-kun might have thought Togishima-san beat him to the 
punch." 

"Isn't that too shrewd?" 

"You kept the truth hidden from Douno-san and only told it to Gakemura- 
kun. That is my proof here." 

".... still haven't said I didn't tell her, you know." 

I was just barely able to bluff. 

Well, I just didn't say it. 

That person—wouldn't act on her anger and kill Fuyako-san. No, even if 
she wanted to, she wouldn't have been able. That's how high her repulsion 
against Fuyako-san was. 

If there was a configuration where I would tell her the truth—that would 
have only been in case Gakemura-senpai was the culprit. I bet only Rori- 
senpai would have been able to kill Gakemura-senpai, that real deal. 

Because they were childhood friends. 

"Though you probably didn't think Gakemura-kun would act as you 
wanted. However, I understand why you tried to kill Togishima-san—why 


you had her be killed. It's revenge for having killed your sister, right?" 


"That's why you wanted to find the culprit before the police—with a 
totally different reason than Meiro-chan. For her it was a game, but for you 
it was absolutely earnest." 

"Well, right." 

I nodded. 

Denying it would be meaningless. 

"Be it Gakemura-senpai or Rori-senpai or Fuyako-san, whether the 
culprit was among those three or not—they were all middle-schoolers. 
Something like merely killing one person wouldn't get them death 
penalty— Fuyako-san was twelve, so not even ruled by the penal code. ...The 
only way I could make her atone for having killed my beloved Kogu-nee is 
taking her life, right?" 

"_..Can you say that when you were the one to make her kill?" 

"It's not like I was the one who killed her." 

In the end Fuyako-san killed her. 

She killed someone. 

It's natural she would receive an appropriate punishment. 

The sin of having stolen a life—can only be atoned by your life. 

"Well, for Gakemura-senpai who killed Fuyako-san, I think it's fine as 
long as he atones according to what the law dictates." 

"Didn't you like Togishima-san?" 

"T did. But she was a stranger." 

I said. 

"Kogu-nee was family." 
"Then we get back to the earlier question." 

KuroneKo-san— 

Hit the board with her piece as strongly as she could. 

That was check. 

My king couldn't move. 

I was perfectly blocked by a rook and a bishop. 
"In the first place, why did you think of killing your sister?" 


"...In exchange for answering that question." 

I slowly raised my face from the board—and stared at KuroneKo-san. 

"Could you tell me one thing too?" 

"Anything you wish for. Even perverted questions are fine with me." 

"KuroneKo-san, did you come here not to hear about Byouinzaka- 
senpai—but in reality, from the very start, to ask that question. You acted 
surprised at every little thing I said, but in reality, you already knew it all 
thanks to your infamous intelligence network, no?" 

"No way. You're overestimating me." 

KuroneKo-san exaggeratedly shrugged her shoulders. 

"Tam repeating what I stated earlier, but even my network is limited. The 
clock tower trick, and the fact it wasn't intended to fabricate an alibi seriously 
surprised me. Even for me, there's a limit to what I know about schools 
outside of my territory—even so, well, with those trivial pieces of 
information I had, I was already suspecting you." 

"Whye" 

"Because your actions were unnatural for a little brother who saw his 
sister killed. Crossdressing and going to school, starting a detective game 
because of what a senior tells you—even after having feigned being 
depressed for a week, that unnaturalness won't disappear. But that, too, 
would be allowed in a mystery novel, you know? If the characters stay 
depressed forever for just someone's death, the story won't go anywhere— 
or maybe that's for reality or whatever. You could make excuses for that, 
acting like a know-it-all. However, it still lacks realism. No matter howI look 
at it, your behavior smells fishy." 

"T see." 

But—that couldn't be helped. 

If I was too slow, the police would arrest Fuyako-san—the cool off period 
of one week was too slow to begin with. 

"Sigh... Good grief." 


"Mm? Do you feel like you made a stupid mistake?" 


"No—I just thought that if the answer was so obvious, I should have asked 
something perverted." 

"The underwear I am wearing now is light blue, both up and down." 

My expectations were answered. 

What's up with that highschool girl straight out of a boy's dream? 

"Then Kushinaka-kun, won't you answer my question? It's a bad habit of 
mine, you see. I cannot bear having things I don't understand. I hate things I 
don't understand to death—though that leads a certain friend of mine to be 
really fed up with me. I cannot fix that habit. It's because of that I have to take 
a night bus." 

"... That's." 

It was nothing to put on airs about — she even told me the color of her 
underwear, so it was nothing I absolutely had to hide. 

Then, I—pointed. 

At the bunk bed behind KuroneKo- san. 

"That." 

"This? ... This bed?" 

"It's not merely a bed. It's abunk bed—the bed us siblings had been using 
ever since we were small—with Kogu-nee on the top bed and me on the 
bottom. Kogu-nee didn't let me sleep on the top bed even once." 

Za m 

"But now! am using the top bed." 

I said. 

"Because Kogu-nee—is no longer." 

Kogu-nee died, then—for a week. 

I slept on the top bed. 

Not partaking in the Wake or the funeral, not meeting the police — 

Solely sleeping there. 

"T really—slept well." 

Ultimately, it was acommon reason. 


Exceedingly common among reasons for sibling fights. 


"So the reason you were absent for a week... wasn't to hide the 
unnaturalness." 

KuroneKo-san said silently. 

It seemed like even such a common reason was an unexpected motive for 
her. I hope she found it worth having taken a night bus to come all the way 
here. 

"You simply—fulfilled your longtime wish and slept to your heart's 
content. After achieving your desire, you felt like taking a break." 

"Of course, there was also the disguise you talked about earlier, 
KuroneKo-san—though I thought of it after the fact. Also, I don't want you 
to think I didn't feel sad even a little when Kogu-nee died. It felt like my own 
body was severed —it felt like my chest would burst open with sadness." 

"However... No, otherwise you wouldn't have had a reason to instigate 
Gakemura-kun on Togishima-san, huh..." 

"Kogu-nee is at fault. Since she didn't leave me the bed even once—since 
she told me I couldn't use it even when she wasn't—" 

Well, I didn't mind either way. 

Whether she was killed—or not. 

Even having set up multiple people against her, realistically, the 
probability of her not getting killed was much higher. And if it didn't happen, 
Iwould have been able to continue living with my airheaded and lovable sister. 

And if she was killed then so be it. 

Because I was able to obtain a pleasant bed — 

Either way, just fantasizing isn't a crime. 

"...I'm completely convinced." 

After a while, KuroneKo-san said so. 

"Effectively, this is an acceptable reason. Well, I'm relieved your motive 
wasn't that you wanted to wear your sister's uniform—now I got rid of 
everything I didn't understand. It feels refreshing. How festive, it feels nice." 


"You're welcome. I'm glad to have been of use to you." 


"Even if there is ill intent, there is no criminal intent. Even if there is 
bloodthirst, there is no determination—so that's the kind of person you are. 
By the way Kushinaka-kun, what is your next move?" 

"Eh? ...Aah." 

About shogi. 

I once again searched the board for an escape route. Fumu. It seemed like 
Icould struggle a little more—but it would be futile. 

I know that much. 

"T have none. I lost." 

"Is that so? You're quick at giving up. Well then, time for post-game 
analysis." 

KuroneKo-san stood up. 

"You should take a better look at diverse people. You should broaden your 
world. Or else, someday you'll get tripped by someone like me again." 

"Is it not for the shogi game?" 

"It's the same thing." 

"IT can't believe other people like you exist though." 

"That's foolish. I came here to erase the things I don't understand, but I feel 
like I might have come here to warn you." 

"Warn mee" 

"To set things straight, I guess. Your plan went well with that little effort. 
If you think you accomplished a perfect crime with that, you won't become a 
decent adult, right? Or maybe, though it's not Peter Pan Syndrome, you are 
the type that doesn't want to become an adult? Fufun, well, either way, it was 
pure luck that your plan worked out this time. You should mind my advice. 
You must have set up various things around the school grounds other than 
the minute hand to destroy the normal life, but Kushinaka-kun—don't ever 
think you can repeat the same thing twice." 

I felt like KuroneKo-san's expression that had been amicable from start 
to finish—for an instant, turned harsh and severe. 


"Be aware. You lost your fight against me and my philosophy." 


It really was like she was warning me. 

I felt awfully looked down on. 

"Aah... I see." 

To avert my eyes from KuroneKo-san, I looked down at the settled board. 

My king, pinned by the rook and bishop. 

"So that's it—so someone like a rook and a bishop was referring to 
someone like you." 

Moreover, two pieces by one person. 

A game of shogi played without pawns is a losing game— however, the 
pure power of the rook-bishop pair was in another dimension. 

"As Isaid—you are overestimating me." 

KuroneKo-san said. 

"I am merely an onlooker. Well, that said, go isn't really to my taste— 
more importantly, did you understand? Kushinaka-kun. Be careful to not 
ever think of yourself as a genius." 

"A genius? Iam a mere thirteen-year-old." 

I gathered the pieces with the palm of my hand—making a mountain in 
the center. 

"T will become an adult without problem." 

"... That is excellent." 

KuroneKo-san smiled attractively — then grabbed her tea cup as if she 
only remembered it existed now and drank it in one go. 

She sure had guts. 

To think she would drink the tea I prepared in this situation. 

...Well, not like I did anything. 

After that, we both left the room and descended the stairs, then after 
waiting for KuroneKo-san to put on her shoes at the entrance, 

"However." 

I said. 

"Still, thinking other people like you exist makes shivers go down my 


spine." 


"No need to be on your guard so much. If you strain yourself too much 
you'll lose sight of what's fun in life. I know quite a few people like that —"' 

"KuroneKo-san. Would you go out with me?" 

I tried to suddenly confess. 

I was finally able to—my life's first confession. 

KuroneKo-san, however, looked as if she had predicted it and, 

"No thanks." 

She said so. 

"Right, there was another big difference between Meiro-chan and I. 
Meiro-chan was hated by most, but I am a popular one. Although it seems 
that didn't please Meiro-chan—I won't become a single person's. I am 
everyone's KuroneKo-san." 

"..Is that so." 

Umm. 

I was rejected by both cousins. 

That made me feel more down than I expected. 

"Well, maybe that served as a lesson that some things don't go the way 
you want in this world?" 

"Yes. It did." 

"Though if I start lecturing youngsters, I would be nearly finished." 

Having finished lacing her shoes, KuroneKo-san stood up. 

She then presented me with her left hand. It might have been cool if I 
kneeled and kissed that hand, but regrettably, I didn't have the guts for that. 

Normally one would shake hands. 

Then I asked. 

That was truly and genuinely the last question. 

It would surely be my last conversation with Byouinzaka Kuroneko. 

"Hey, KuroneKo-san. In addition to the lecture, could you tell me one 
more thing for future reference?" 

"What is it?" 


"What is the difference— between us and you?" 


"What, just that?" 

It's obvious, KuroneKo-san said. 

She immediately followed. 

"You were— enclosed, but..." 

She said as she opened the door and took a step outside. 

Changing to a refreshing and carefree smile. 

",..But we are—broken." 

Then, making a loud noise, she closed the door. 

As if that sound marked our farewell. 

Of course, I had no experience of it, but I thought that parting with an ally 
on a large battlefield where one's safety is never ensured must feel like that. 

I'm beaten, I murmured. 

Well, of course, I hadn't thought from the start that everything would go 
well—however, that must be cheating. 

There are limits to how groundbreaking someone can be. 

However, that inversely—might have served as a solid proof that 
something existed outside this enclosed world. 

Thinking that—I returned to my room, minding the warning KuroneKo- 
san lovingly gave me. 

In order to do not a second, but a third sleep. 

Of course, I would use the top bed. 

Doing that would surely make me think of Kogu-nee—there, I suddenly 
noticed. The board I had half-assedly tidied up earlier. By chance, the piece 
standing at the top of that mountain was the silver general. 

Silver general. 

"'... That reminds me, I had one piece left." 

Pawn, gold general, knight, lance— 

In the end, I was defeated by the rook and bishop though. 

I still had a piece I hadn't used. 


The inhabitant of the liar village —Douno Kurori. 


"But well, I don't really have anything I want right now— What should I 
do? For starters, should I try making a proper confession?" 

Not promoting Silver proves advantageous. 

I had been rejected by her once already. However, unlike KuroneKo-san, 
it's not like she had no wishes whatsoever. Plus, her noisy childhood friend 
retired... It might have been interesting to find out why, in the same way as 
that girl hated things she didn't understand, Rori-senpai lied to a 
pathological degree. 

Thinking about my future plans, I scooped up only the silver general from 
the mountain of pieces and carefully packed it in my blouse's pocket. Still in 
Kogu-nee's uniform, I climbed the ladder and laid on the top bed. 

With that, I would once again go back from an abnormal to a normal life. 

From a boring and abnormal life to a boring and normal life. 

No matter what it is, it feels nice having somewhere to go back to. 

However, a lot of things certainly were paper-thin. No need to tell me, I 
would never want to do such a tightrope crossing ever again—I knew my 
place. No matter what anyone said, in the end, I was just a crazy imposter. 


Really, nothing beats leaving the role of culprit and detective to others. 


The world is still enclosed. 


Afterword 


I'm not too knowledgeable about Japanese history, but even so, I 
remember the three names Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and 
Tokugawa Ieyasu as a set. That said, it's not like these three formed a band, 
so it might be weird to remember them as one. However, there is a reason for 
that. I learned of a certain episode through a reference book or something. 
Whether it's true or not, it's about what if Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, and Ieyasu 
were to express themselves in a haiku. If I remember correctly it went like 
that. Nobunaga's was "If it does not sing- Then go ahead and kill it - The lesser 
cuckoo". Hideyoshi's was "If it does not sing - Then we shall make it lament - 
The lesser cuckoo". leyasu's was "If it does not sing - Let us wait until it does - 
The lesser cuckoo"'. It might be too famous of an episode to retell it here, but 
when I learned that in elementary school, I thought as follows: 'Nobunaga- 
sama... aren't you just out there for laughs! ?" No, I thought things like "there 
are three of you, so if you start with something that funny, it makes it hard 
for the others" or "normally, the order should be the contrary, right?" First 
let's wait, then if it doesn't we shall make it lament, and if it still refuses to then 
just kill it. That would properly follow the standard structure for stories, but 
if you start out by killing it, then it's like "what is Hideyoshi making lament?" 
and "what is Ieyasu waiting on?" So that's how I remember those three as a 
set. However, thinking about it, it's not like there are strict rules forcing 
people to respect the standard structure, is there? We hear ''A story needs an 
introduction, development, a turn, and a conclusion" like it's the most basic 
rule of storytelling, but when I wondered how many books among the nearly 
infinite amount of them respected that structure, the percentage might be 
surprisingly low. I have no intention of naming any specific one, but we can 
find books that are "introduction, introduction, introduction, conclusion" or 
ones that are "conclusion, introduction, conclusion, introduction". So just 
hearing "introduction, development, turn, conclusion" feels like I'm 


watching an F1 race. And, if you wonder whether they are boring, that's 


definitely not the case. If I tried writing a "conclusion, conclusion, conclusion, 
conclusion" story or an "introduction, introduction, introduction, 
introduction" story, it might be unexpectedly fun. Well, among all those, a 
"development, development, development, development" story is the only 
one I cannot even begin to imagine... 

This book was a mystery with Byouinzaka Meiro as the detective. Probably. 
Well, in the end, it happens in the same world as Our Broken World, which I 
had previously published in Kodansha Novels, but I feel like there was quite a 
blank since the previous work. So it's not exactly an apology, but I took back 
my previous stance of "I won't have any character reappearing,'' and had the 
detective of the previous book, Byouinzaka Kuroneko, appear sneakily 
somewhere in the story. If you have enough free time, please try to search for 
her. Apparently, the setting is that the Byouinzaka Family members are 
scattered all around Japan, so we might run into yet another Byouinzaka in 
the future. On that note, the world is only one because it is enclosed. This has 
been Eerie and Artless Enclosed World. 

Honestly, it feels like this novel was written to resemble TAGRO-sensei's 


illustrations, but I would be absolutely delighted if you enjoyed it. 


Nisio Isin 


Afterword (hardcover version) 


Thinking about it now, why was I so stubborn? I fail to comprehend why, 
but there was a time where I strongly believed that anything that didn't have 
a locked room wasn't a mystery novel. "Aah, this mystery novel is great, but 
you know... no matter how much I wait, the locked room just isn't coming. 
It's perfect apart from that point though, but since this aspect is no good, 
sadly the whole thing is no good." I was claiming such things that I cannot 
see as anything other than jokes now. ''There certainly was a murder and the 
culprit was caught, but the murder wasn't a locked room, was it? Then I can't 
call it a mystery. The great setting just got ruined!" "I don't need great 
detectives, not even murders. As long as I get a locked room!" Well, those 
claims were likely made right after reading a mystery novel with monster 
level-class locked rooms, so I was highly delirious, but that said, the youthful 
indiscretions are really awful, too sad to call them mischievous. I'm worried 
about whether that person will be able to live with themselves in the future 
with those claims. But well, setting aside the legacy of locked rooms and 
looking back at history, it is a wonder that the mystery genre was able to 
prosper for so long. And locked room murders are the top example of that, 
but be it switches or alibi fabrication (with narration tricks possibly being the 
most extreme examples), that kind of thing doesn't happen in real life. That 
said, they are not so fictitious that one can enjoy them as some kind of fantasy 
world. It's such a mysterious genre. Are people fervent about murders or 
about great detectives? No, I mean, it's probably not that complex of a 
problem. It's simply because mysteries are fun that they were born, got in 
vogue, and still are, so that's what I want to think. 

This book was a so-called deduction novel. A story where someone was 
killed and people are searching for the culprit. Well, there might be some hard 
headed people claiming it isn't a mystery due to the lack of locked rooms, but 
if they could please be magnanimous on that point. On that note, the world is 


only one because it is enclosed. This has been Eerie and Artless Enclosed World. 


Thanks to the chief editor Oota Katsushi's great efforts, this book was 
published by Kodansha BOX simultaneously with Our Broken World. I cannot 
begin to express my gratitude with words. Of course, I am deeply thankful to 
all of you readers who weren't disheartened by this slightly long book and 
endured up to now. 


Thank you very much. 


Nisio Isin 


